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I 
WRITING THE WRONG: TRANSLATING THE TRANSGRESSIVE 
LESLEY MARGARET McKENNA 
ABSTRACT 
Writing The Wrong is the accompanying thesis to my novel, Clutching Shadow, and investigates 
the nature of transgressive sexuality, namely an incestuous relationship between half-siblings Jez 
and Lex Sinclair. The thesis explores issues within the novel, such as how our childhood might 
have an effect on our sexual development, and how our sexual past influences our sexual present, 
and looks to various theoretical works for verification of the outcomes in the novel. The thesis 
also questions the concept of transgression and taboo; the novel deals with consensual incest as 
though it is a love story, which throws up the questions: why is incest wrong if it is a consensual 
relationship? Looking to other literary works shows how other writers have approached this 
subject. The subject of abuse and control in Clutching Shadow is also explored, and backed up by 
using theoretical sources on the psychology of child abuse and submissionldomination which 
shows how the abuse cycle can continue throughout a person's life. 
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Genesis 
'Pleasure is so close to ruinous waste that we refer to the moment 
of climax as a little death. Consequently, anything that suggests 
erotic excess always implies disorder ... brutality and murder are 
steps in the same direction.' 1 
Sexuality and sexual behaviour are subjects that have always interested me deeply and as a writer 
of Erotica, I have found myself drawn not toward the more conventional aspects of sexuality, but 
toward the transgressive aspects of the genre. The works of writers such as Bataille and de Sade, 
with their graphic descriptions of sado-masochistic practices, are fascinating works on the 'darker' 
side of sexuality. Reading them led me to wonder why the transgressive holds such an attraction 
for so many people, for it is obvious by the number of books and internet pornography sites 
dedicated to bondage/domination, sado-masochism and worse that there is a huge voyeuristic 
market for these acts. The acts described within these works are 'forbidden' fantasies, and by 
reading this material, readers who would not play them out in their daily lives can safely share 
them. As Bataille suggests in the quote above from his book, Eroticism, these works seem to 
communicate with some deep-seated instinct within the human psyche that links sexuality with 
pain and/or death. 
This duality was something else that interested me, because death is another taboo subject 
throughout Western culture as a whole, and its being forbidden no doubt inspired my love of the 
Horror genre. Vampires, who cheat death with their immortality, are an especially attractive form 
of monster to many people. Combining the two - transgressive sexuality and the vampire - was an 
irresistible premise for me to explore. Therefore, originally, this project was conceived as a 
2 
vampiric horror story. Its characters, Lex and Jez, were to be vampires within a blood-bonded 
relationship. However, I could not devise an original storyline for them, and eventually, I decided 
not to pursue it. 
However, Jez and Lex stayed in my head, almost fully-formed in that I could see their 
physical appearances, the way they spoke and moved, and their basic personalities. Jez was 
conceived as a manipulative narcissist, and Lex as being dependent on him for emotional 
sustenance (this aspect at least remained true to the original vampire concept). With regard to 
some of these issues, and those I have already mentioned, I knew that I had a chance to place 
these characters within a more realistic set-up in our contemporary society. But I did not want to 
explore sado-masochism. Firstly, this has been over-done in fiction to the point of becoming if 
not mainstream, then certainly monotonous. Secondly, most of the works I have read involving 
this particular transgression - even the more 'literary' Bataille (Story of the Eye) and Reage (The 
Story of 0) - seem to be little more than pornography. I did not, I decided, want to write 
pornography, and I found it difficult to conceive of writing a piece involving the S&M culture 
without it becoming pornographic. However, I did want to write a piece that would confront the 
reader with something disturbing, something that would, hopefully, challenge them both 
intellectually and ethically. 
The answer to this turned out to be very simple. As I had originally wanted Jez and Lex to be 
monsters in a monstrous situation, this was what I decided they should be, but instead of 
constructing them as supernatural monsters, I decided that their vampiric personalities would 
evolve as a result of their dysfunctional, abusive childhood. As it became increasingly clear to me 
that this was how Jez and Lex should be constructed, I decided to use a universal sexual/social 
taboo, that of incest, as the transgression they were committing. 
1 Georges Bataille, Eroticism, p 170. London. Penguin Classics. 1962 
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My approach to the following thesis may seem somewhat unorthodox in that I have 
approached it from my point of view as a creative writer, rather than from a wholly academic 
one. I felt that as the thesis was to be a piece that supported the creative element, I needed to 
concentrate more thoroughly on my own approach to style, narrative, characterisation and so on. 
The extensive research that I have done into incest; child abuse; the narcissistic personality; 
transgressive sexuality; art and the objectification of women has been used to back up and 
explain the choices I made while writing the creative piece. 
The thesis consists of an in-depth dissection of my approach to characterisation, including 
psychological profiles of the characters; and a thorough analysis of the narratorial elements, 
including narrative structure, theme, the nature of art in relation to women's objectification, and a 
full examination of the elements of sexuality that I have used, including the central incestuous 
relationship between the two main characters. 
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Character - Creating the dysfunction. 
Jez and Lex, as I explained in the opening notes, were originally to be vampires with a blood-
bond. Although I discarded this literal interpretation, the bond of blood was something that I 
wanted to keep as a continual theme throughout the novel. In keeping with this, I decided that a 
human sibling incestuous relationship would be a viable and obvious alternative. As this premise 
became clearer, I came to the decision that I would place them in a co-dependent relationship 
based on domination/submission, with Jez being the apparently more dominant character, and 
Lex the more apparently submissive. This relationship, which would naturally appear warped to 
outsiders, would in effect be the result of a dysfunctional childhood which was based on physical 
and emotional abuse by their parents. In this way, I would create a cyclical set of relationships ­
those of parent/child, abuser/victim. 
In rejecting the sexual sado-masochistic connotations as aesthetically displeasing to me, I have 
made the domination/submission emotional rather than physical. Lex and Jez become emotional 
vampires. Jez drains Lex of her emotions i.e. he feeds on her love for his own narcissistic 
survival. Lex is eager to supply his demands, feeding herself on his dependence on her. Sam 
Vaknin, in his in-depth discussion on narcissism, calls this 'narcissistic supply and demand' 1 
Both Jez and Lex 'feed' off other characters' reactions to them. Lex uses Laurence, her much older 
would-be lover, as a stabilising factor in her emotionally unstable world, while Jez uses him (and 
all his other lovers) as yet more 'food' for his narcissistic appetite - especially Laurence - as 
vengeance against his and Lex's abusive father. Together, this trio forms an intense triangular 
relationship. 
I S Vaknin. http://www.healthyplace.com/communities/personality disorders/narcissism!index.html - for an in 

depth, personal discussion of Narcissism from a diagnosed narcissist. 
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The parents - James, Lucia, and Roisin - each have their own parts to contribute to the action. 
Although, with the exception of Roisin, their characterisation is always mediated through 
memory or dream, they reach into Lex and Jez's everyday lives, continuing to have an effect. 
They also have a vampiric effect on Lex and Jez in that they have sapped the joy from their 
childhoods, and in turn have created emotional vampires from this abuse. 
r will discuss and illustrate this in the in-depth analysis of their characterisation below. 
Lex - The Emotional Vampire 
In Clutching Shadow, Lex can probably be defined as the primary character, i.e., all the action 
centres around her, even when she is not 'on stage'. As such, I have written her chapters through 
her eyes, in the first person present tense point of view. She can be an unreliable narrator in that 
she is unable to be objective about her circumstances; she is first a creature of emotion. She tends 
to contradict herself - her words and her motivations - especially in the case of Laurence, whom 
she says she can never love in a romantic sense, but continues to encourage his romantic feelings 
for her. 
Lex's basic character traits can be summed up as dependent, reserved, insecure, promiscuous, 
and most important of all, submissive. She is happy to live in Jez's long shadow, and while he is 
ambitious, Lex is not keen to advance herself in either a career or social sense. In short, she has 
allowed herself to become an external facet of Jez himself; in her mind, she has no status except 
what he gives her. 
Some writers reject the idea of psychoanalysing a character's traits and motives. D H 
Lawrence, in a collection of letters compiled by Aldous Huxley, states: 
'I don't so much care about what the woman/eels - in the ordinary 
usage of the word. That presumes an ego to feel with. I only care 
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about what the woman is - what she IS - inhumanly, physiologically, 
materially.' 2 
While it is obvious that a literary character is a construct created from words, I would argue that 
the above stance is somewhat limited. While the construct 'Lex' may not have a 'real' ego, as a 
character, she is shown to feel pain love, and other human emotions. I, the writer, am the conduit 
for these representations. I have given her a created past which influences her fictional present, 
and I must, unlike Lawrence suggests, care about this, in order to present her as 'real' - or at least 
a representation of 'real' - both in my mind and in the reader's. 
Lex is in love with Jez in the sexual, 'forbidden' sense. Although she has other lovers - indeed, 
she is as promiscuous as Jez, although for different reasons - she is only truly happy when she is 
with him, and feels romantic love only for him. Her addict-like dependence on Jez is a symptom 
of her past, the main character construct that makes her 'Jeel', which gives me, as her creator, the 
ability to craft her in detail. 
Although I did not conceive of her originally as such, Lex has the 'typical' traits of an abuse 
victim. I cannot describe her as a 'survivor', because her continuing behaviour remains that of a 
victim; she has never taken steps to heal herself, and perpetuates the abuse by actively pursuing 
Jez as a lover. 
Victims of childhood abuse share many experiences and effects. In Janet Liebman Jacobs' 
work, Victimized Daughters - Incest and the Development of the Female Self, Jacobs gives a 
detailed breakdown of the elements that contribute to these children's silences, and shows how 
the abuse can continue to be passed down through generations. 
In the book, Jacobs explains how the child's mother might be complicit in the child's abuse. In 
some cases, the mother knows, but does nothing for fear of family disruption and/or violence. In 
others, the mother is ignorant, but is nonetheless blamed by her daughter because she 'ought' to 
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know. This leads to the breakdown and destruction of the primary mother-daughter relationship, 
which is often never rebuilt. 
With regard to Lex, both elements could be seen to be true. Lex's mother, Roisin, was afraid 
of James's violence and marital abuse. This caused emotional distance on Roisin's part, which in 
tum bled into her relationship with Lex. Consequently, Lex never believed that her mother loved 
her. Roisin's complicity increased when she abandoned nine year old Lex to a man she knew to 
be abusive. Although she was ignorant of the sexual abuse that followed, Lex would still have 
seen this as complicity, at least indirectly. 
In her book, Jacobs goes on to describe how the child is inappropriately sexualised by her 
abuser. This gives the child a warped view of her own sexuality from the age at which the abuse 
began. This also reinforces the perceived power of the Patriarchal system, and the view that 
females are weak and helpless against it, the mother also being a figure of weakness because she 
does not/cannot stop it. In Clutching Shadow, this becomes a judgement against Roisin, who in 
abandoning Lex, also abandons the wife/mother principle and transfers it to Lex, who becomes 
James's sexual partner and mother-figure. Lex is a character who illustrates the view that women 
are victims, made so by men, and perpetrated by women. 
Often, Jacobs goes on to say, these girl victims have an idealised view of the abuser. The child 
sees herself as 'bad', which causes the 'good' father to punish her; by doing so, she creates, in her 
mind, the 'ideal' patriarchal figure - Father as disciplinarian/punisher. If this is not the case, then 
the child will demonise the abuser instead, but her own view of herself as 'bad' remains the same. 
Either way, the traditionally patriarchal concept of Father = Power is perpetuated. 
With regard to this idealisation, Lex, lacking a sympathetic father figure, projects the ideal 
onto Laurence. When faced with Jez's jealousy of her friendship with Laurence, Lex says: 
2 D H Lawrence in The Letters ofD H Lawrence. (Aldous Huxley (ed) 1932, p198). 
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"But Jez, please don't stop me being friends with him? I love him. He's like ... daddy should've 
been." (p 163) which illustrates her need for this ideal, except, of course, all the characters know 
that Laurence sees her as a prospective sexual partner as well as a friend. Lex, however, chooses 
to ignore this. She also seems to idealise Jez, excusing his failings and cruelties. As Jez is James's 
son, it seems likely that Lex is also projecting some 'ideal' fatherly attributes onto him. There is 
also the 'addiction' element in that Lex is addicted to Jez and the attention he gives her, even 
negative attention. 
As with many victims of childhood sexual abuse, Lex believes she is innately sinful, and this 
becomes so much a part of her persona that it becomes natural to her. James referred to women as 
'whores', and Lex in tum refers to herself as being 'promiscuous' and 'prostituted' in Chapter Two 
when Jez talks about selling the paintings he plans to paint of her: 
, "Prostituting your own sister," I mutter, and he laughs, a sound that's 
harsh and derisive. 
"I think it's a bit late for that, don't you?" And he looks at me, eye 
to eye, and I shrug, knowing it's true. Oh, they might not have paid 
me for it, but I've been promiscuous with more men than I care to 
remember.' (p22) 
I will discuss Jez's objectification of Lex later in the section titled 'lez's Grotesques', but Lex's 
promiscuity demonstrates her addiction to masculine attention, a side-effect of her abuse as a 
child. If this is considered with regard to the emotional vampire concept, then Lex can be seen to 
feed off men's approval/attention, and each 'feeding' fuels her addiction. In this way, her sexuality 
becomes a destructive force. This is mainly self-destructive, but it also helps to destroy Laurence 
via Jez's jealousy. 
Lex has learned to believe that she somehow deserves the abuse that happens to her. With the 
exception of Laurence, her 'ideal' father-figure, whom she is able to reject with relative ease, she 
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finds it difficult to say 'no' to having sex with men she does not love/want. Sex is used as a way 
of being popular, as a way of showing gratitude, and because Lex is afraid to cause offence to the 
men in question. This is illustrated throughout Chapter Six, where she describes how she was: 
'A girl who, despite being shy and quiet, would blow boys 
in the locker rooms, and masturbate them in dark classrooms 
while we watched a film during lessons, in hopeless attempts 
to be liked. A girl who let lecherous male teachers finger her 
because she thought they might give her better marks. A girl who 
worshipped her brother and fucked her father.' (p72 -3) 
Later in the chapter she allows a friend of Jez's, Jimmy Miller, to have sex with her because he 
shows her kindness. Paradoxically, she shows little guilt that she has used Jimmy as a weapon of 
vengeance because Jez has slept with someone else in her bed. This is a case of the abused 
becoming abuser. In Chapter Seven on p84 -5 when Jez points out that Lex could get raped 
because she goes to seedy clubs alone, Lex says that anyone can have her for free, further 
confirming her low self-esteem and continuing the self-destructive cycle. 
This desire/need to please is very common amongst females in general. Jac,obs, in Victimised 
Daughters, refers to the 'importance of relationality as a defining characteristic of feminine 
personality,.3 In other words, females are not just self-centred, but very much relationship 
centred, and their self-image relies on other people's view of them. This is much less common in 
men, and Jacobs asks the question: why is this so? She goes on to posit that as the mother­
daughter relationship is usually the first a girl-child has, and that as women are usually the main 
child rearers within a family unit, this relationality is passed down from woman to woman, with 
the mother being the initial model for the Self in relation to others. Incest ruptures that bond, and 
Mother becomes Betrayer. 
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Conversely, the patriarchal father figure is a figure of authority, often somewhat emotionally 
distant, meting out discipline, and lacking the empathy that the mother figure has with the 
daughter. The daughter senses the otherness of the father - physically, emotionally, and sexually-
and the paternal role reinforces the female role as one of nurturing and obedience. The idea of the 
'subservient female' is perpetuated, and in incest - especially where there is sexual violence - the 
father's role of power/dominance is even more pronounced. Jacobs tells us that this leads on to 
dysfunctional relationships in later life; the woman perpetuates the abuse by choosing controlling 
men as her partners, while she acts like the child within the partnership. 
This applies to Lex's character on all counts. The abuse that Lex suffered has affected her 
adult psyche. She is child-like and helpless with Jez, whom she allows to control her. She is 
emotionally demanding, but often blames herself for his mood swings, or at least excuses him, 
not allowing him to take responsibility for his actions. Because she has always put her father's 
needs first, she puts Jez's needs first, and cannot distinguish her needs from his. Although Lex 
manages to leave Jez after Laurence's suicide, she returns to him by the end of the novel, and we 
are left with the impression that he can do anything to her, and she will never be able to abandon 
him forever. Lex feels little if any guilt about her incestuous relationship with Jez. All the way 
through the narrative, I have her arguing that it isn't wrong because she is in love. 
Lex's relationships with other women are made deliberately ambiguous. She has no close 
female friends and is jealous of Jez's. She considers his promoter, Emma Nelson, as a threat, and 
refers to her throughout the text as 'that bitch'. Emma is seen both as a sexual threat, and as a 
predatory mother figure, since Emma is older than both she and Jez. Emma becomes a woman 
with the equivalent social and sexual power of a man, and Lex feels that she cannot compete with 
her. With regard to Raisin, Lex's emotions are confused. As an abandoned child, Lex naturally 
feels resentful and angry toward Roisin, yet when she finds her, she wants to know and love her; 
3 J Liebman-Jacobs. Victimised Daughters -Incest and the Development ojFemale Self. Routledge. London. 1994 

P55. 
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there is a conflict between the needy child and the angry adult. Ironically, Roisin is the first 
person Lex turns to when her relationship with Jez reaches breaking point. I made this decision 
simply because Roisin is all Lex has left; being a dependent character, Lex always 'needs' 
someone to sustain her. However, when Lex leaves Roisin in the last chapter, it is left 
intentionally ambiguous as to whether she ever re-establishes contact with her. 
Jez - The Predator 
Every submissive character needs someone to dominate them, and Jez, Lex's artist half-brother, 
fulfils this need. Because I wanted Jez to be less knowable, and less accessible to the reader than 
Lex, I decided that his chapters should be written from the rather more distancing third person 
point of view. However, I have kept him in present tense, because I believe that his actions have 
more impact when presented this way. 
Jez's basic character trait is Narcissism, which tends toward the pathological. He believes that 
he has the right to manipulate people; he believes, in effect, that he is the sun around which the 
other characters orbit. His behaviour is almost always calculated, a deliberate ploy to get what he 
wants. This behaviour is partly learned: having witnessed his father, James, abuse other people 
(especially women), Jez sees it as natural. Occasionally, he shows signs of guilt for what he has 
done, and for what he is becoming, but the text indicates that this guilt arises from fear that he 
will lose his love-object (Lex) rather than from any real conscience. 
The character traits of the pathological narcissist are clearly seen in Jez. When I began writing 
his character, I had no idea that there was a personality disorder of this kind, and had a difficult 
time 'pinning down' the essence of Jez's nature. While surfing the internet for research, however, I 
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came across a site dedicated to this condition,4 and knew that this fitted lez's personality, as 
though someone had based a disorder on him. This made it much easier for me to see him clearly. 
The characteristics of the narcissist are basically: an over-inflated sense of self-
importance/uniqueness; a preoccupation with fantasies in which the narcissist imagines extremes 
of such qualities as success, power, intellectuality, beauty, and love; a need for constant 
attention/reassurance, often resulting in exhibitionism. Narcissists veer between indifference and 
'narcissistic' rage, and suffer internal feelings of inadequacy, shame and humiliation in response 
to criticism/defeat. In personal relationships, they suffer from at least two of the following 
disturbances: entitlement with no return; exploitativeness; over-idealising the partner, or else 
devaluing them; lack of empathy; the need to control their partner. 5 
Some of these elements can apply to almost anyone, but when a person begins to show signs 
of all or most of them - as lez does - and especially when the condition begins to interfere in the 
formation of personal relationships, then it is classed as pathological. There are three distinct 
categories of the narcissist, and lez tends to veer between two of them: the Phallic (over-inflated 
ego; holds others in contempt; wants power and control), and the Manipulative 
(mul ti ple/ superficial partnerships; seductive/manipulative personality; fantasising). 
lez's narcissism has its earliest roots in his mother's suicide. Children who have abandoning 
mothers or poor mothering of other kinds, get 'stuck' at the age the crisis/inadequate mothering 
occurred. This has the effect of interfering with the natural course of separating from the mother 
and allowing the child to gain its own sense of self as an individual ('mirroring'). With no one to 
help with this 'mirroring', the child's innate sense of superiority is unable to develop into a mature 
4 S Vaknin. http://www.healthyplace.com/communities/personality disorders!narcissismlindex.html - for an in 
depth, personal discussion of Narcissism from a diagnosed narcissist. 
S Extracted and adapted from Judy Cooper and Nilda Maxwell's Narcissistic Wounds. Clinical Perspectives. Whurr 
Publishers. London. 1995. P19. 
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adult's self-esteem. 6 This interference can lead to difficulties with sexual orientation as well as 
narCISSIsm. 
In Estela V. Welldon's Mother, Madonna, Whore, Welldon explains how the irresolution of 
the Oedipus complex leads to male perversion (perversion here meaning an often narcissistic 
deviation from 'normal' development), and again this usually occurs when the child's early 
experiences of mothering are inadequate or dysfunctional.7 Jez cannot separate Lucia from 
himself, something that is evident throughout the text. Although physically an adult, Jez is stuck 
in a child's emotionality. 
Lucia's suicide also means that Jez tends to equate motherhood with death and desertion. 
When Roisin abandoned Lex, this would have been unconsciously confirmed. His father's cruelty 
and contempt toward women means that Jez also equates sex with pain and is inclined toward 
sadism and homosexuality. He treats his numerous sexual partners with the contempt his father 
showed toward his wives. This behaviour is also governed by the previously mentioned 
irresolution of the Oedipus complex. Welldon goes on to explain this as unresolved anger, and a 
lingering hatred of the mother, culminating in an unconscious need for revenge against the 
experience of defective early mothering (Lucia's suicide). Welldon says of such a man: 
'He is not consciously aware of this hatred ... he does not understand 
why he does 'those things' which actually provide him with no 
pleasure beyond a short lived feeling of well-being .. .' 8 
This helps to explain Jez's sexuality. Although sometimes he tries to rationalise it - he knows that 
his early childhood has affected him adversely - the reasons for his behaviour are mostly 
unconscious. His emotionally vampiric predation is centred around physically attractive 
6 Margaret L. Shanahan. 'Vampirism and Narcissistic Psychopathology' in J. Gordon Melton's The Vampire Book­

The Encyclopedia ofthe Undead. Visible Ink Press. MI. 1999. P552. 

7 Estela V. Welldon. Mother, Madonna, Whore - The Idealization and Denigration ofMotherhood. Guildford Press. 

New York. 1988 P5. 
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vulnerable younger men who he gauges are likely to be flattered by his attentions. Preferably, 
they bear a passing resemblance to himself. He objectifies them, and they feed his 'mirror hunger' 
by becoming 'mirror objects' who reflect his undeveloped self back at him. 9 In choosing partners 
with a certain 'look', he is in effect indulging in a masturbatory sex act. His later sexual 
relationship with Lex is also based on narcissism - having a sexual relationship with a sibling is 
another 'mirroring' masturbatory act based on the familial bond. 
In Chapter Seven during the party scene (p73) Jez objectifies himself as female, dressing up 
in Lex's silk underwear, basque and stockings, and putting on her make-up. Later, still dressed in 
these fetishist items, he allows an unknown man to fellate him in Lex's bedroom in the hope that 
she will discover him, and even if she had not, the experience would still have been satisfying 
because it took place in her room, on her bed. He uses traditionally female items to change his 
appearance - he dyes his hair white-blond, has several body piercings and is very concerned with 
his self-image. The 'gender-blending' that Jez indulges in is another narcissistic performance, 
whereby female objects are eroticised: he has 'substituted the pleasures of identifying with 
women for those of securing a female object choice'. 10 He also applies this objectification of 
femininity to Lex via his art, and I will discuss this later. 
The only exception to Jez's predilection to younger people as sexual partners is Laurence, with 
whom he has a relationship of mutual dislike. Seeing Laurence as a threat to his existence with 
Lex - Laurence is trying to take Jez's 'object' away from him - he mounts a campaign of 
systematic humiliation against the older man. Once Jez works out that Laurence has latent 
homosexual tendencies, he uses sex as a weapon of destruction, and Jez's cruelty is methodical 
and unrelenting. His manipUlation of Laurence also relates back to his hatred of his father. 
Because Lex sees Laurence as a father-figure, punishing Laurence is an obvious way of Jez's 
8 ___ Mother, Madonna, Whore - The Idealization and Denigration o/Motherhood. P8. 

9 Margaret L. Shanahan. 'Vampirism and Narcissistic Psychopathology' in J. Gordon Melton's The Vampire Book­

The Encyclopedia ofthe Undead. P553 
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attempting to resolve the conflict that continues to war inside him. In this respect, he is once 
again objectifying a sexual partner. 
With Laurence's suicide, Jez feels little guilt, and the small amount of shame he does 
experience is overshadowed by the effect it has on his narcissistic persona, i.e., Lex threatens to 
leave him, which again causes Jez to revert back to childhood: he throws tantrums and uses the 
threat of suicide to make her stay. The reader does not see what Jez actually does when Lex 
carries out her threat (deliberate on my part because the emphasis here is 011 Lex's failed attempt 
to strengthen herself) but he does not appear to have followed his threats through with any drastic 
action, since he is alive and well at the end of the text. Whether he has learned from his 
experience is doubtful, but it is implied that his and Lex's relationship will continue in the same 
vein as it had before, a cycle of submission and domination. 
Laurence - Van Helsing or Victim? 
Laurence, the third part in the triangle, is Lex's boss and would-be lover. At forty-eight, he is the 
oldest of the living characters, but as with Lex and Jez, he is childlike in terms of his emotions. 
I have deliberately not given Laurence a point of view of his own. Partly this was done 
because I felt that too many viewpoints within the novel would dilute the narrative, but mainly 
because he was originally to be a minor character - a rose-coloured filter for Lex's vision of 
herself, and a contrast to Jez's narcissistic, depraved egotist. However, as the novel developed, he 
began to take on a larger role within the action, and I had to paint a fuller picture of him. Once I 
realised that his role was to be bigger, it was too late to add his individual voice. In retrospect, I 
think this was a good thing. Laurence's actions are either seen second-hand through Lex's eyes, or 
third-hand through Jez's. Therefore everything he thinks or assumes - unless it is pointed up as 
10 Richard Ekins. Blending Genders. Social Aspects a/Cross-dressing and Sex-changing. Routledge. London. 1996. 
P154. 
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dialogue - is unreliable. Laurence becomes, through the mediating voices of Lex and Jez, two 
different characters; his character does not express itself individually. Is he the 'old fashioned 
gentleman' that Lex sees, or is he the masochistically inclined man who allows himself to be 
controlled by Jez? Almost certainly, he is someone who is ultimately uncertain of his sexuality. 
Even the suicide letter at the end, written by a desperate, depressed man, does not reveal this. I 
feel that this ambiguity adds interest to the narrative. In some ways, I find Laurence the most 
interesting of the characters, simply because of this unreliability. 
I found Laurence's transition from minor to major player difficult at first. I had no formulated 
idea of where I wanted his character to go, or what part I wanted him to play. I knew that it was 
right to expand his role, because it could only enhance the tension between Lex and Jez, whose 
relationship was also beginning to present problems within the text by becoming claustrophobic. 
I had allowed them to become too close, and there was no challenge to it from external forces. 
Putting Laurence in a more prominent position - i.e., using him as a catalyst for conflict in their 
relationship, seemed logical. So I had to see what part Laurence was already playing, and build 
on that. 
I did not want to change his character too much from that which I had already created. I 
decided that the original concept of his ideal ising Lex would stay, but was uncertain as to how 
this should impact on her relationship with Jez. I also knew that Laurence and Jez would be 
diametrically opposite characters. Whereas Jez would be openly sexual, amoral and selfish, 
Laurence would apparently be a man who believed in conventional morality and chivalry, 
romantic in a non-sexual way. In effect, they represent and contrast modem values with more 
traditional ones. 
However, I was left with the problem of Laurence's characterisation, because he was 
beginning to seem too 'good'. What was Laurence's flaw? Did he have a hidden agenda? And how 
could I bring any hidden facets of his character into the open while mediating it through two 
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unreliable narrators? In this respect, portraying Laurence became more problematic than Lex or 
Jez. 
As I progressed with the narrative, and developed Laurence's character in what seemed like a 
logical progression, it became clear that despite being someone who would love Lex 
unreservedly, treat her respectfully and with sensitivity, Laurence was weak. He apparently does 
not see how Lex is unconsciously manipulating him into acting as her protector. He is unable (or 
unwilling) to see that Lex is as much of an instigator of her problems (she makes little effort, 
after all, to help herself) as Jez appears to be. Of course, Lex does not allow Laurence to see her 
'true' self, but nonetheless, Laurence chooses to see Lex as an innocent victim/prisoner of the 
Vampiric Lord Jez - Van Helsing to Jez's Dracula. He sees her weakness with regard to Jez, but 
does not see his own. He is also too afraid to admit his sexual attraction to Lex, dressing it up and 
submerging his lust for her in a cloying chivalrous concern and by seeing in her a perfection that 
is not there. 
In contrast to this silence, almost all his reported conversation is about or to Jez. Laurence is 
constantly lecturing Lex about how she allows Jez to use her, how he's selfish etc, etc and as I 
wrote the text, it seemed to me that Laurence, despite his avowed disapproval and dislike of Jez, 
was actually fascinated by him. Could this mean something else other than Laurence being 
jealous of Lex's closeness to Jez? Could I unconsciously be setting up another strand of the 
narrative? 
Once these things had occurred to me, I felt that this was the opportunity for causing conflict 
within the plot. Could Laurence, romantically 'in love' with Lex, be responding to Jez in a much 
more instinctive, sexual way? This concept became extremely interesting to me - if Laurence was 
sexually attracted to Jez, I could use that for creating the conflict. Obviously there were several 
ways this could be achieved, but given that Jez is an extremely good reader of people's reactions 
to him, and a user/abuser of other people, I decided that he would be aware of Laurence's 
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underlying weakness and would want to exploit it. In doing so, Jez would use his potent sexual 
charisma to eliminate his rival for Lex's affections. The catalyst for this is Laurence's claim that 
he knows about Jez and Lex's incestuous relationship. 
There follows a systematic, cold hearted seduction of Laurence by Jez, who uses intimate 
images of Lex to sexually arouse him. Laurence's behaviour during this scene demonstrates his 
weakness. 
According to his moral code and declared dislike of Jez, Laurence should stop this seduction 
as soon as it starts, but although he puts up a token protest, does not do so. Instead, Laurence 
submits to Jez's further manipulations and the masturbatory sex act that follows. In effect, 
although the act might seem like a sexual assault, there is tacit consent. This gives rise to the 
question of Laurence's sexuality, and also serves to create substitutions, some obvious, others not 
quite so clear. Lex's images are obviously substitutions for Lex herself, and Jez's touch is a 
substitute for Lex's caresses. However, Laurence seems entirely too willing to go along with Jez's 
web-weaving, and later spontaneously returns Jez's kiss (p 149), albeit briefly, before he reverts 
to 'hating' Jez. Has Laurence unconsciously been substituting the 'acceptable' Lex, for the 
'unacceptable' Jez all along? It is possible that Laurence's devotion to Lex and his romanticised 
idealisation of her (as opposed to Jez's sexualised, more realistic view) masks a latent 
homosexuality, or at least, bisexuality. And given his apparent inability to say 'no' to Jez's cruelty 
and the implication by this that Jez dominates him, his possible masochistic tendencies are hinted 
at. In different circumstances, Laurence might well 'fall in love' with Jez. It becomes clear from 
the text that Laurence finds Jez fatally fascinating. 
I have not given a history of Laurence's past life in the text, except to say that he has never 
been married, and Lex never sees him romantically involved with a woman. Although this is not 
proof that Laurence is at least bisexually inclined, his non-sexual, idealistic view of Lex, and his 
too-easy acquiescence to Jez's seduction makes the premise possible, if not probable. 
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Laurence's rejection of his possible bilhomosexuality probably stems from the stigmatisation 
of homosexuality. In Sexualities and Popular Culture, Carl Holmberg says of this stigma: 'What 
persons are or appear to be, particularly if marginalized by mainstream, more accepted norms, 
sets them apart ... as horrible.' 11 Laurence already perceives Jez as 'horrible' - to him, he is a 
monstrous human being, and if he equated himself with Jez, Laurence in turn would become 
monstrous. If he has homosexual tendencies, then clearly, he is covering them under a fayade of 
'normality'. Laurence, clinging to his concepts of romantic heterosexual love, is determined to 
stay 'in the closet'. 
However, his inability to do this in a practical sense leads to the erotic triangle between 
Laurence, Jez and Lex, with Jez and Laurence becoming rivals for her affections. Eve Kosofsky 
Sedgwick, in her book Between Men, says of this rivalry: 'The bond between rivals in an erotic 
triangle (is) even stronger, more heavily determinant of actions and choices, than anything in the 
bond between either of the lovers and the beloved." 12 I feel that in some ways, this is true of Jez 
and Laurence's relationship. It is secret, it is based on lies and deceit. Laurence is desperate to 
maintain his 'good name' in Lex's eyes, and dares not expose Jez's machinations because he is 
afraid of 'losing her', although of course, he has no claim on her except as a friend. 
His weakness continues to manifest itself until near the end of the text. Even when Jez finally 
confesses to his incest with Lex, Laurence - whose suspicions had been aroused before, if not 
confirmed - does not react in a confrontational manner, or with justified anger, through which he 
might have been able to salvage some self-esteem. Instead he breaks down, and then commits 
suicide, choosing escape over salvation. It is only in death that Laurence is able to (temporarily) 
blow apart Lex and Jez's relationship. However, ultimately he becomes the victim of both Jez and 
Lex's manipulations. 
11 Carl B. Holmberg. Sexualities and Popular Culture. 1998. Sage Productions. London. P 103. 

12 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick. Between Men. English Literature and Male Homosocial Desire. 1985. Columbia 

University Press. New York. P 21. 
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From beginning to end, this run of events was somewhat unexpected for me, because I had not 
planned any of it to happen. Initially I saw Laurence as fading out of the narrative once Lex had 
left the shop. Once I knew that Laurence was to be seduced by Jez, my original plan was for Lex 
to find them together in flagrante. In the end, I decided that this was too much of a cliche, and 
felt that a suicide note confession would work better. 
The problems I had working out the logistics of these relationships made me think harder 
about how the novel should progress. I now feel that the resultant triangular relationship between 
Lex, Laurence and Jez, with Jez as the central instrument of initiation, worked very well as a 
result of this. 
James, Lucia and Roisin - Blood Ties. 
This is another triangle of relationships, but with an entirely different dynamic. James (now dead) 
is both Jez and Lex's father. Lucia, who committed suicide when Jez was a child, is Jez's mother. 
Roisin is Lex's absent mother. Between them, the three parents have shaped Jez and Lex's lives 
with a mix of abuse and abandonment. They are all cameo characters within the text, but they 
have a massive input to it, and are referred to (and seen) frequently throughout. 
James 
James is at the top of this triangular relationship; his position is that of alpha male to two 
submissive adult females, his wives. He was a man who ruled his family with violence and fear. 
Although James is dead, I wanted him to remain a strong presence within the text, to show 
that the present is never free of the past, and that the past shapes the future too. Both Lex and Jez 
find James's memory loathsome, Lex because of his sexual abuse of her, and his causing Roisin 
to leave him, Jez for driving Lucia to suicide and for his abuse of Lex. 
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Jez's reaction/relationship to James is probably the more complicated. I wanted to show how 
Jez (whose proper given name is also James) is slowly metamorphosing into another version of 
his father - 'the son is a mirror of his father' 13 Although J ez might deny it, this is what he is 
becoming; he sees himself in his memories of James, and in the acid-dream sequence (p 94), 
James's 'ghost' says: 
"You're just like me too, son. You want to fuck Alexandra. 

Just as I did." A pause. "What's stopping you?" 

And of course, it was James's abuse of Lex that caused Jez's initial sexual interest in her to be 
aroused, which we see in Chapter Four through memory-flashback (p 46 - 49). As already 
discussed, it is possible to see that Jez has learned/inherited many if his personality traits from 
James. Jez's narcissistic personality disorder - as well as being associated with Lucia's death - was 
certainly part of James's character too. 
Jez demonstrates an unconscious Oedipal relationship with his father, but he also wishes for 
his father's death in a more literal way. Lex says of this hatred: 'Jez would mutter that our father 
was a bastard, a bully, and that he hated him. That one day, he would kill him.' (p 60). Although 
it is not specified in the text, I always envisioned that James would share Jez's hatred, that their 
later relationship would be based on mutual loathing. The only time this is openly mentioned is in 
Chapter Seven, when James's 'ghost' speaks to Jez about why Lucia committed suicide (her 
pregnancy with another child): 
"Your mother was always selfish. She didn't even want you. 

Well, why would she? You're nothing but a disgrace. 

A loser. Just like her." (p 93) 

13 Shmuel Shulman and Inge Seiffge-Krenke. Fathers and Adolescents. Developmental and Clinical Perspectives. 
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Although his words are an auditory hallucination, James's maliciousness toward both his son and 
his wife is demonstrated. 
James's representation throughout the text runs specifically as follows: Lex remembers him 
through a dream (Chapter Two); Jez remembers him through flashback (Chapter Four) and has 
visions of him through drug-induced hallucination (Chapter Seven). In all of these 
representations, James is shown to be a monstrous figure - emotionally in Chapter Four, and more 
literally in Chapters Two and Seven, which represent him as Other. I have deliberately never 
shown him through direct representation because I did not want him to be seen as 'human'; James 
is demonic throughout. He vampirises his family directly. In life he 'sucks away' their childhood, 
and has passed down his 'bad blood' to Jez and Lex. In death he returns, vampire-like, from the 
grave both metaphorically and in visions, continuing to feed and feed on their psychological 
disorders. 
I had to ask myself while planning the novel: if James's character was so vile, how did he 
manage to marry two beautiful, obviously sensitive women? The answer lies in the profile of the 
'typical' abuser from professional backgrounds (as opposed to those men from low income/areas 
of high unemployment who abuse partly through the stress of having little money, a poor 
educational background combined with drug/alcohol abuse). These men - of high status in 
society, well educated and usually well-paid - are also almost invariably charming in public, 
charismatic and seen by women as 'good catches', especially if those women are of less high 
status. The abuse within these marriages often begins with emotional coldness, verbal putdowns, 
and controlling behaviour, and then progresses to physical violence, especially, as in James's 
case, when alcohol is abused. This kind of abuse is usually about power, and the male partner's 
view of relationships and the male-female dynamic, a societal remnant from times where it was 
Routledge. London. 1997. P56. 
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acceptable for a man to 'chastise' a wife for challenging this power, and one of the results of 
patriarchal domination. 14 
While understanding this did not ultimately affect the writing/content of the novel (James is 
rarely seen as anything other than a 'villain'), it was something I needed to know, since all 
characters need a history, even when it is not used within the text. 
Lucia 
Lucia is lez's dead mother. She miscarried an unborn foetus and committed suicide when Jez was 
five years old. Lucia is a much more insubstantial figure than James and appears 'in person' only 
during Jez's acid hallucination. Again, this was a conscious decision, since I wanted Lucia to be 
unknowable, ensuring that she was only occasionally viewed, and only then through Jez's bitter 
memories, which are frequent throughout his chapters. The only true representation of Lucia 
within the text is a photograph (p 10), and in Jez himself, who shares his mother's looks but 
constantly tries to eradicate them. I have already discussed the effect of her suicide on Jez in the 
section on him above. 
Lucia can be seen as a succubus - a female vampiric demon - who sucks out lez's life-force via 
her own death. In every scene in which she is present, she is portrayed either swimming in blood 
or dripping blood. Her death and the death of her unborn child also represent the death of the 
family unit. 
Roisin 
14 John Archer. 'Power and Male Violence' in Archer's Male Violence. Routledge. London. 1994. P313 - 314 
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Roisin is not seen until the end of Chapter Thirteen at James's grave. Before this, she is mediated 
through Lex's bitter retelling of how she abandoned her. 
The first vision of Roisin is in the dream sequence in Chapter Two, where I have represented 
her as a 'perfect' wife and mother. This idealised vision represents Lex's wishful thinking of what 
a mother 'should' be like. Roisin's actions in the dream sequence - she ignores James's leering and 
inappropriate closeness to their daughter - are apparently innocent, but they foreshadow the abuse 
that Jez witnesses through flashback in Chapter Four. 
Her next appearance is mediated through Lex's memory as she reads the story of the Snow 
Queen (Chapter Five). Here, through Lex's memory of being a small child, Roisin is equated with 
the Snow Queen: 
'When she pretended to be the Snow Queen, it was as though 
she wasn't acting at all. Then, she was just Mummy, and I was 
always a little disappointed that she didn't put more effort into it. 
But I know now that Roisin didn't need to act when she spoke the 
Snow Queen's voice. Coldness was natural to her.' (p 58) 
However, throughout the text, I give reasons for this coldness, which largely stems from James's 
abuse of her, and is a kind of self-protection. If she cannot feel, she cannot hurt. Although 
perhaps Roisin's abandonment of her child cannot be condoned, it can be understood from the 
reasons given in the narrative. 
When Lex finally meets Roisin in Chapter Thirteen, it is clear that the reality of her mother is 
very different from that of her memories. Roisin is emotionally fraught, feels contrition for what 
she did to Lex, and is desperate to make amends. Rather than having Lex forgive her - which 
would have seemed cliched and unrealistic - I decided that Lex had suffered too much damage 
and that forgiveness might be impossible. However, she would be shown to be curious, which 
would be a believable reaction from someone in Lex's position. I also thought that despite Lex's 
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continuing bitterness, the meeting with Roisin would act as a catalyst for the beginnings of her 
(temporary) independence from Jez. 
Roisin is an object of envy and jealousy. James was paranoid about her being unfaithful to 
him; Lex is jealous both of Roisin's appearance - 'Roisin is more beautiful than I remember her­
age has only improved her - and I feel suddenly ugly and insecure.' (p 177) - and of her having 
escaped a life of abuse. Jez is jealous of her sudden reappearance because he is terrified that 
Roisin will take Lex away from him, another manifestation of his narcissistic personality. 
The last we see of Roisin is after Laurence's suicide. Although Lex says that she wants 
nothing more from her, she is quick to use her home as a sanctuary when things with Jez go 
wrong, and equally quick to accept her support at Laurence's funeral. In this respect, she reverts 
back to being a child who needs her mother. However, once Roisin has served her purpose, Lex is 
easily able to leave her, and this completes the cycle of abandonment between the pair. I have left 
the relationship between them open, but in my mind, it was never my intention that Lex and 
Roisin should become close. 
Commonalities amongst the characters 
It is obvious both from the text and from my analysis of the characters that they share similarities 
with each other. Perhaps the main thing they have in common, apart from their emotional 
interdependence, is a sense of displacement from the world/other people, which continues the 
vampiric theme. Lex isolates herself from everyone else's affections except Jez's. Jez isolates 
himself through his Narcissism - i.e., he sees himself as set apart from other people because he 
cannot identify/empathise with others. Laurence sets himself apart from Lex because of his 
relationship with Jez. James has died, but even when he was alive, he was not truly a part of his 
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family; rather he was someone to be feared and hated. Lucia absents herself through her suicide, 
while Roisin removes herself from the scene by running away. 
With the exception of Laurence, it is clear that this isolation is a familial phenomenon, and 
another common consequence of abusive behaviour, which often leaves the victim/survivors with 
a lifelong sense of 'not belonging', of not relating to other people in an appropriate manner. 
James, the perpetrator of this emotional and physical violence, is also affected by this because his 
family hates his behaviour, withdraw from him, causing James to act in even less acceptable 
ways in a warped attempt to retaliate. The cycle of abuse - as mentioned in Lex and Jez's 
character studies - perpetuates itself in this way. 
Laurence's displacement comes from his idealism, and eventually, its destruction. By setting 
Lex up as the 'perfect' woman, he cuts himself off from relationships with other women, who, 
presumably, never measure up to his ideals. In the first draft of the novel, in Chapter Thirteen, I 
had Lex and Laurence have a conversation about Anne, Laurence's replacement assistant after 
Lex leaves his employ. Lex asks if there is any romance blooming between the two of them, and 
he replies with, 'Of course not. She's not you.' I subsequently cut the last three words from the 
conversation in the second draft, because it was obvious why Laurence had rejected Anne as a 
possible love-interest. He is still 'in love' with Lex. This idealism is of course destroyed by Jez, 
and Laurence's final isolation is by suicide. As suicide is considered to be a 'selfish' death, 
Laurence's isolation, even in memory, is complete. 
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Elements of Narrative - Weaving the Web 
Setting - No place like home. 
Naturally, setting - i.e., the place, the time, the physical environment - is important in giving the 
narrative atmosphere that can accentuate the inner spaces of the characters. Largely, this can be 
achieved by using the device of enclosure: confined spaces; the sensation of claustrophobia, even 
in the relatively open spaces of cemeteries and dank marshlands. The Gothic fiction of the 1700's 
relied on these elements to create a disturbing effect on the reader, and I have tried to produce a 
similar effect in Clutching Shadow, where Lex and Jez become 'imprisoned' with their monsters ­
the memories of their dead/lost parents. These memories, both visual and mental, provide an 
impression of being enclosed in or with their greatest fears; they will never be rid of their past, 
which constantly comes back to haunt them. Jez seems especially affected by this, with his 
visions of Lucia dead in the bath, of James abusing Lex, and the hallucination-induced 'visit' by 
both his parents simultaneously. Lex regards the house as a prison because 'our father's will 
stipulates that we aren't allowed to sell for five years.' (pIO), but goes on to say that: 'Bad 
memories or not, this has always been our horne.' implying that she and Jez are kept there from 
habit and the fear of the unknown. She later (Chapter Thirteen) visits her father's grave - an 
attempt to erase her past and lay her ghosts, but finds that her mother, Roisin, is there. Instead of 
the past being erased, the memories become stronger. 
Gothic texts tell us that such places are usually areas where transformations occur. Cemeteries 
have the living (Lex) meeting the dead (her father's grave) on their own ground, and the living are 
reminded that death is always around them. The cemetery in Clutching Shadow is the only 
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outdoor setting mentioned in any detail, and it is an uncomfortable place, even on a bright Spring 
day. Cemeteries show up the frailty of hum ankindl civilisation, acting as stark reminders of death. 
By visiting her father's grave, Lex is not only attempting to break from the past, but is also seeing 
into a future where she is no longer young (Roisin's appearance). 
Lex and lez's home - a cold, decaying house (more on this below) - is here representative of 
the old encroaching on the modern, and the fall of ancestry (Lex and lez, in committing incest, 
are unlikely to have children together, so the Sinclair name will not be passed on). The haunted 
house of lez's hallucination becomes another place where death encroaches on life. 
The modern urban jungle (London) in which I have set the story emphasises the social decay 
that is central to the plot. While the city itself is not a large part of the novel, I have pointed to 
this via lez's viewpoint: 
'He ends up in Piccadilly Circus, surrounded by sightseers 
again, and he finds himself faintly amused that they seem 
to find the statue of Eros so fascinating, when in fact, it's so 
tacky, so dirty. But the tourists choose not to see the drug addicts 
shooting up, or the runaway losers in rags, or the puking drunks. 
They ignore the underage hookers who hang around trying to earn 
a meagre pittance. They see what they want to see - an outdated 
symbol oflove. Love! lez laughs at the idea of such romanticism. (p 198 -9) 
This urban decay becomes symbolic of lez's own corruption. 
In these places, time as we understand it holds no relevance. If the past can encroach on and 
take hold of the present, and by implication, the future, what is our temporal reality? The settings 
I have used - the house, Laurence's dusty books hop that sells antiquarian books, the cemetery, 
even the shabby pub that Lex and Roisin go to - all help to enhance this sense, even if only 
indirectly. 
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One of my major influences with regard to setting was Edgar Allen Poe's short narrative 'The 
F all of the House of Usher', which deals with similar themes to my own: darkness, an incestuous 
sibling relationship (indicated at in Poe's story), and the decline and eventual fall of a bloodline 
(which would probably occur in Clutching Shadow, since I do not go on to tell Lex and Jez's 
future story). In Poe's text, there is a lack of light in the house of Usher, and this narrative 
darkness demonstrates a loss of hope for the characters. There is no happy conclusion, and the 
story is only resolved by tragedy - the Ushers die. I have also used the theme of darkness within 
my settings, and for similar reasons. There is little hope that Lex and Jez can ultimately be happy 
within their concealed relationship, yet each seems equally dependent upon the other. 
In using this kind of setting, the darkness shows a metaphorical threat to all the mam 
characters since their reason becomes hidden, mostly from themselves: Lex's obsession with Jez; 
lez's obsession with and inability to reject his past; and Laurence's helplessness in the face of 
Jez's determination to destroy him. Their hidden selves emerge and flourish through this constant 
acquaintance with darkness. The title of the novel, Clutching Shadow, implies that the characters 
are trying to grab hold of something intangible that nonetheless rules their actions and reactions. 
What that intangible something is, is not always obvious. 
In both pieces, the family home appears representative of the impure bodies and souls of the 
occupants. It is a place of transgression against normal culture. Lex and Jez - brother and sister ­
live together to the almost exclusion of everyone else (at least, emotionally), as do the Ushers. 
Lex is similar to Madeline Usher, who appears to be under her brother's thrall, while Jez, like 
Roderick Usher, seeks answers in artistic pursuits and recreational drugs. In Clutching Shadow, 
as with the House of Usher, the inside of the house has an air of decay, which mirrors the 
characters' physical and mental states. Both Lex and Jez are, in their own ways, as fragile 
emotionally and physically as the Usher siblings. The house and its history affects them but they 
30 
seem tied there, as do the Ushers, who never leave their house; their family home itself has the 
presence of another character. 
In both the House of Usher, and Jez and Lex's family home, the past overlaps with the present. 
They are places where 'transgression and taboo are permitted', 1 and of course, the taboo of incest 
is the major theme of Clutching Shadow, along with Jez and Laurence's homosexual, sado­
masochistic relationship. Jez's bedroom - always dark, always cold - and his studio - full of 
grotesque, disturbing images - become the focus-settings for most of the incestuous activity. Of 
course, in Jez's studio, Lex claims that he is a 'God of Light' (p 20). This shows us that Jez 
controls not only the light in his studio, but that indicates that he can possibly control the 
dark/light binary within himself. Is Jez really a victim of his upbringing, or does he choose to 
allow the darker side of him to take control at his whim? Finally, the back-room and cellar of 
Laurence's shop eventually become places where Laurence's humiliation is played out. Later, he 
hangs himself above the cellar stairs, and Lex imagines that his ghost waits there for her. 
I thought very carefully about the unifying effect of all these settings on the novel, and then 
employed them in an attempt to create an atmosphere of claustrophobia and oppression. 
Art and Objectification 
1. Jez's Grotesques 
Jez's grotesque art is the first art mentioned in Clutching Shadow. The first reference to the theme 
of the grotesque is in Chapter Two (p21), where Lex refers to a canvas depicting a man crucified 
on clouds. In the film Hellraiser (1988) - the celluloid version of Clive Barker's The Hellhound 
Heart (1987) - the punishment for sinners is flaying and crucifixion on hooks. In the film, this is 
I Rosemary Jackson - Fantasy - The Literature afSubversion. Methuen and Co Ltd. London. 1981. P 109 
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shown in extreme and graphic detail. This cinematic image (more so than the novella) has always 
interested me; there is a kind of beauty in the purity of the horror. This is how I envisaged Jez's 
grotesque art to be, and this (altered) image has found its way into my writing, because I wanted 
to show the almost cinematic effect of Jez's painting, and also to pay a small homage to a film 
that has influenced my own writing in general. The first ofthese graphic images is the painting of 
a man: 
'On the wall opposite is a gigantic male nude that looks like 
something out of Hellraiser. He is painted in shades of red ­
scarlet, crimson, maroon - with pink skin flayed back from 
the muscles beneath and held against a grey-black sky with 
nails that pierce the clouds. Weights attached by metal hooks 
hang from his penis and testicles, stretching them grotesquely 
out of shape.' (p21) 
There is also a picture of a woman: 
'Beside him on the wall, a woman - the man's woman? - in another 
frame is in the process of being ripped apart by the birthing of 
a hermaphrodite infant with a fanged mouth and scythe-like claws. 
Blood pours from her in torrents, and yet she laughs, laughter as 
silent as the man's screams.' (p21) 
What does this grotesquery 'mean', and how does it objectify its subjects? In Feminisms, Kate 
Chedgzoy's essay 'Frida Kahlo's 'Grotesque' Bodies',2 talks about the 'carnival principle', in which 
bodily functions - usually sex, birth and death, or a combination of all three, become blended 
together, and the union of these functions, in turn (Le. the recreated body) likewise becomes 
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blurred and blended with the outside world in which they exist. In lez's paintings, the man's 
flayed body becomes one with the hooks and nails that hold it, which in turn come from the 
clouds surrounding the figure. All the boundaries are blurred. 
In her essay, Chedgzoy quotes Bakhtin as saying: 
'One of the fundamental tendencies of the grotesque image 
ofthe body is to show two bodies in one: the one giving birth 
and dying, the other, conceived, generated and born ... ,3 
The female figure is a dying body giving birth to life, but the life in turn is a hermaphroditic 
killer. The grotesque image is given a sexuality of its own, and in lez's case, his painting of the 
grotesque comes back again to the failed resolution of the Oedipal stage in which he is stuck. The 
woman figure unconsciously objectifies his mother Lucia, who committed suicide, thereby 
miscarrying his unborn brother or sister, and I make further reference to this later on p 92 - 95, 
during the acid trip that lez experiences. Although it did not occur to me when I wrote these 
images, I have come to see that the woman's laughter would probably (in lez's mind) represent 
Lucia's pleasure at having escaped a life with James. Likewise, the male image can be seen to 
objectify and represent Jez himself - the mutilation of the testicles and penis suggests Jez's sense 
of impotence that he could not 'save' his mother from suicide, and also his inability to 'save' Lex 
from her abuse. The silent scream represents lez's inability to articulate this pain, which is always 
kept locked and hidden. 
Chedgzoy also cites Kristeva, who links grotesque images with abjection, the key themes of 
which are: 
2 Kate Chedgzoy's essay, 'Frida Kahlo's 'Grotesque' Bodies' in Sandra Kemp and Judith Squires (eds) Feminisms. 

Oxford University Press. Oxford. 1997. P463. 

3 Bakhtin quoted in Kate Chedgzoy's essay, 'Frida Kahlo's 'Grotesque' Bodies' in Sandra Kemp and Judith Squires 

(cds) Feminism.I', P463. 
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'Construction of subjectivity over and against the desired and 
feared maternal body, which can never be repressed, but always 
returns to haunt the fragile, vulnerable subject. .. ' 4 
As abjection usually refers to the female fonn - 'The female body is abjected as the Other of this 
masculine subjectivity.' - this again fits perfectly with Jez's portrayal of the dying, birthing 
woman. If the male can also be considered to be abjected - i.e. becomes the Other in a female 
subjectivity - then I believe that it could also fit the male (Jez) figure in the painting. By this, I 
mean that its masculinity is suppressed and ultimately destroyed, just as femininity has been 
suppressed and destroyed by a patriarchal society. 
2. Lex - The Object of Desire 
Lex is constantly objectified throughout Clutching Shadow. She objectifies herself; is made into 
an art object by Jez; and the images he creates of her cause Laurence to openly acknowledge her 
as a sex object. 
Lex's view of herself throughout the novel is almost always as an object rather than as a 
person. She 'belongs' to Jez, she is his 'slave'. Beginning from Chapter One, where, through 
clothes and make-up, she creates herself in the image of what others will find 'attractive', she 
further enslaves herself to society's expectations. She wears Roisin's silk jacket (p 12), and her 
silver crucifix (mentioned on pI18), recreating her mother in herself, perhaps in an unconscious 
effort to bring her back. 
Lex's characterisation, and her creation of beauty through external objects, demonstrates how 
many women wish to 'fit in' with the standards of attractiveness portrayed as desirable. In Lex's 
case, of course, she wishes to be desirable to Jez and is willing to mould herself into what she 
thinks he wants. 
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Much of this female desire to mould themselves into certain images stems from the use of 
women as objects of desire as shown in popular media. In women's magazines, film and music 
videos, skinny, scantily clad girl-women are still shown to fawn over men, who quite blatantly 
wield the power, which reinforces the tradition of Western patriarchy. Despite the so-called 
advances of feminism, women continue to be portrayed in the media as commodities - they will 
only be 'bought' (by men) if they are young, thin, fashionable and seen to be sexually available. 
This objectification is actively perpetuated by women, who 'fall for' the hype. Women allow 
themselves to become mannequins who dress in the latest fashions (often designed by men, who 
determine what is 'sexy' and 'chic'), and who paint out their selves in favour of a false, 
cosmeticised image. Despite their aspirations to so-called independence, it seems that most 
heterosexual women still 'need' to attract a man in order to complete their view of themselves. 
Naomi Woolfe, who explores these aspects of female beauty in The Beauty Myth, claims that: 
'Women are mere beauties in men's culture so that culture can be kept male.' 5 She goes on to say 
that: 
'Culture stereotypes women to fit the myth by flattening 
the feminine into beauty-without intelligence or intelligence­
without-beauty; women are allowed a mind or a body but not both.' 6 
This conforming to 'beauty-without-intelligence' is how I have chosen to portray Lex. Her past 
childhood abuse makes her even more vulnerable to creating herself as she believes she 'should 
be'. She is too insecure to trust in her own sexual attraction, and resorts to attempting to recreate 
herself in an unattainable image; unattainable since such perfection is ultimately an airbrushed 
fantasy. She has a 'carefully constructed look' (p3), which does indeed attract men - including her 
·1 Kristeva quoted in Kate Chedgzoy's essay, 'Frida Kahlo's 'Grotesque' Bodies' in Sandra Kemp and Judith Squires 
(eds) Feminisms. P460 
5 Naomi Woolfe - The Beauty Myth. Vintage. London. 1991. P59 
(, Naomi Woolfe - The Beauty Myth. P59 
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own object of desire, Jez - who see the image, rather than the person. Unlike the unattainable 
models, however, the real Lex is sexually available at all times. 
Woolfe goes on to place much of the blame for this 'exploitation' on women's magazines, 
giving this example: 
'The perfected woman lies prone, pressing down her 
pelvis. Her back arches, her mouth is open, her eyes shut, 
her nipples erect, there is a fine spray of moisture over her 
golden skin.' 7 
She calls this imagery, taken from a popular advert in a women's magazine, 'beauty pornography', 
and these images bombard women daily in magazines that are supposed to 'empower' women. 
Woolfe ups the stakes when she speaks of 'beauty sado-masochism', again via images in women's 
magazines, which perpetuate the myth of the submissive female. Submission, according to 
Woolfe, makes women desirable: 
'In an ad for Hermes perfume, a blond woman trussed 

in black leather is hanging upside down, screaming, 

her wrists looped in chains, mouth bound.' 8 

Lex is a perfect example of submission, and is also an example of Woolfe's 'beauty pornography' 
victims. 
However, Jez is perhaps the character who objectifies Lex most obviously, and he does so in a 
literal sense. In Chapter Two, he body-paints her, and through this process she becomes a piece 
of living, breathing art. Lex refers to Jez as 'God of Light' (p20) when she talks of him in his 
7 Naomi Woolte - The Beauty Myth. P132 

8 Naomi Woolfe - The Beauty Myth. PI33 
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studio. This reference bestows upon him Creator status, which in turn allows him to create from 
Lex an object which meets his criteria of beauty. Again, this is mirrored in historical and 
contemporary art by male artists, and is taken to extremes by pimps and pornographers, who 
portray women as objects to be penetrated and abused by men - they become living 'blow-up' 
dolls. 
Indeed, Jez refers to Lex as such a commodity, saying: 'I know a lot of people who'd pay for 
you, Lexy,' (p 22). Note, he does not say 'pictures of you' but uses the direct 'you', and by these 
words, he frankly objectifies Lex, and turns her into a marketable commodity. Lex does not put 
up much of an objection for this, confirming her own vision of herself - as a thing to be used by 
the men in her life, from her abusive father, to the men she allows herself to have unloving sexual 
relationships with. In her own eyes, her promiscuous sexuality is her worth, rather than her whole 
being. Initially I wrote this aspect of Lex on instinct, but my later research into abuse victims and 
their experiences confirmed my characterisation of her (see previous in-depth notes on Lex's 
character). 
During the physical act of painting, Lex is rendered blind, like a statue. She becomes an 
immobile object who allows Jez to do as he wishes, i.e., she is a mannequin. In this sequence, she 
refers to herself as Jez's 'slave' - implying that she is not a person, but something that Jez owns. 
In Chapter Seven, Jez lays further claim to Lex by adding his own semen into the painting he 
is creating of her, which can be likened to a male cat spraying on his territory. In Jez's mind, 
Lex's body becomes his. Once again, Jez becomes the Creator, fashioning Lex in the image he 
has created for her. Later, in Chapter Ten, with the completion of the portrait (p 130) Lex 
contributes to this creation by allowing Jez to use her own secretions to the paint. She then goes 
on to see herself as Object - 'Jez has made me look beautiful in a way I will never be.' She does 
not see her Self as beautiful, only her image. She and Jez consummate their sexual relationship 
under the gaze of the image. Art becomes inextricably linked with sexuality, which Jez later 
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reiterates that he will sell in his exhibition: 'You'll be exhibited for everyone to see, Lexy.' (p 132) 
The line between image and Lex's Self becomes blurred. 
It is perhaps in Chapter Eleven (p 144 - 148) that Lex's objectification - this time as a sex 
object - is most apparent. While I wrote all the other examples mentioned purely to illustrate lez's 
artistry and Lex's willingness to do anything for him, only seeing the objectification while writing 
this commentary, the occurrences on p 144 - 148 were written with Lex's objectification 
definitely in mind. Again, it is Jez who is the main perpetrator of the action, but this time he uses 
his paintings of Lex to sexually arouse Laurence, whom he is trying to humiliate. In this section, 
lez becomes both pimp and pornographer, while Laurence becomes the buyer and the voyeur. 
Lex is most definitely not seen as a person, but as anatomy - breasts, belly, genitals - to be used 
and masturbated over. During this section, Jez keeps up a monologue of the sexual favours that 
Laurence might fantasise about when he thinks of Lex. While he does this, he manipulates 
Laurence physically, persuading Laurence to imagine that it is Lex touching him, eventually 
bringing him to orgasm. 
Does this mean that I define lez's images as being pornographic? Certainly, if Andrea 
Dworkin's classification of pornography is taken into account, then it is almost impossible to see 
it any other way. According to Dworkin, any art form Cart form' being my words, since Dworkin 
would no doubt disagree that Jez's work could be considered 'serious art') that uses women as 
'vile whores, or... sluts, cows (as in: sexual cattle, sexual chattel), cunts.' 9 is classed as 
pornography, which, of course, must include Jez's depictions of Lex. These images, Dworkin, 
would no doubt claim, debase Lex to the level of a sexual commodity, turn her into a whore and 
perpetuate male domination, since they are painted by a man for the sole purpose of being sold 
into a market. The fact that they are painted initially as an expression of love is immaterial, since 
Jez not only encourages Laurence to indulge, through the images, his sexual fantasies while 
9 Andrea Dworkin in Pornography, reproduced in Sandra Kemp and Judith Squires (eds) Feminisms. P323 
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masturbating him, but later sells the images of her eye, belly and vagina to a collector of erotic art 
(p 151). 
It was never my intention that Jez's depictions of Lex should be seen as pornography, at least 
with regard to the issue of their being art, and I disagree with the point that Dworkin makes about 
how such art reduces women to slaves and chattels, since by the same token of 'exploitation', this 
could also apply to male nudes. I believe that it is the intent behind the images that is important, 
and the subjectivity of the viewer. In this case, I concede the point when it comes to Jez's use of 
the images in Chapter Eleven, where he uses her images to exploit Laurence's weakness for her. 
Opening up the discussion as to whether the chapter (and any others that show images of Lex's 
body/sexuality) itself is pornographic, I would say it is not, and I will discuss this further in the 
section on the writing of the erotic scenes within the novel. 
The theme of incest in relation/parallel to other literature 
As I mentioned briefly in the Introduction, I wanted to explore sexual taboos in this novel, and 
there seems to be no greater taboo than incest, which is abhorred by nearly all cultures, in some 
of which it was up until fairly recently punishable by death. In Sigmund Freud's Totem and 
Taboo, he says of the natives of New Mecklenburg, Melanesia, with regard to sibling 
relationships: 
'They may not go near each other, may not shake hands 
and may not give each other presents; but they are allowed 
to speak to each other at a distance of some paces. The penalty 
of incest with a sister is death by hanging.' 10 
10 Sigmund Freud _Totem and Taboo. Routledge Classics. London. 2001. (Original text 1913). P 12. 
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While such stringent measures may not be used in this modern age, incest remains one of the last 
universal taboos. I wanted to question this taboo, and decided to write a novel that explored this 
question. Consequently, incest is the major theme throughout Clutching Shadow, which I have 
written as a tragic love story in which the incest arises not only from the uncontrolled sexual 
chemistry between Lex and Jez, but also from their traumatic childhoods. In effect, it 
demonstrates how cycles of abuse constantly repeat themselves with subsequent generations, and 
how, without external intervention, these cycles become difficult to change. 
I decided that Clutching Shadow was to be erotic in content. This was not from any salacious 
desire to titillate the reader, but in order to draw the reader into Lex and Jez's world, and to 
hopefully induce the belief that they were a 'real' couple in a 'real' sexual relationship, and 
perhaps to question - if only for a short time - if what they were doing was really wrong. 
Naturally, my desire to write about an incestuous relationship is not original. From the earliest 
history of story-telling (myths, legends etc), people have told of and written about sexual 
relationships between father/daughter; son/mother; brother/sister, etc. Such is the interest in this 
subject, that Freud himself was moved to comment on it: 
' ... the extent to which the interest of creative writers centres 
around the theme of incest, and how the same theme, in countless 
variations and distortions, provides the subject-matter of poetry.' 11 
During the course of my research I have read many novels and short stories dealing with this 
theme, inc1 uding work by Angela Carter - "Penetrating to the Heart of the Forest', 'Peter and the 
Wolf - both short stories in her collection Burning Your Boats (1996 collection),· and the novel 
The Magic Toyshop (1982), which all feature brother/sister incest. Ian McEwan's The Cement 
Garden (1997) also uses brother/sister incest as a major theme, as does Anna Stothard's Isabel 
II Sigmund Freud - Totem and Taboo. P 20. 
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and Rocco (2003), and Helen Dunmore's A Spell C!f Winter (1995). All these writers show the 
incest within their texts as consensual, or at least, as non-abusive. 
In Kathryn Harrison's The Kiss (1998), however, Harrison tells the novelised version of her 
own adult experiences, in which her heroine-self begins a sexual relationship with her estranged 
father after many years apart. At first, this seems to be consensual rather than abusive, but 
through the course of the text, it becomes clear that the father's hold over his daughter is 
perpetuated through emotional blackmail, and the central character becomes mentally disturbed 
by it. Ultimately, she has the courage to end the relationship. 
In almost all of the cited works above, the writer makes it very clear that they believe incest is 
wrong, adhering to the traditional taboo, and keeping it 'secret', and punishing, in various ways, 
those who break it. The only possible exception to this is Angela Carter, whose portrayals of 
incest, especially those of the pubescent children in 'Penetrating to the Heart of the Forest', are 
almost innocent and seem to absent of ' sin'. 
I believe that my treatment of this theme lies somewhere in the middle of these approaches. I 
have tried not to judge my characters - i.e. I have not shown the incest in and of itself to be 
'wrong', but have followed what seemed to be the logical progression of their relationship, which 
not only deals with incest, but with the consequences of childhood abuse, obsessive love, and 
sexual jealousy. 
Incest and vampirism also commonly go together as literary themes. In Anne Rice's The 
Vampire Lestat, the vampiric anti-hero Lestat de Lioncourt vampirises his dying mother in a 
highly erotically charged scene that alludes to oral sex: 
"I lifted my right wrist to my mouth and slashed the vein and 
pushed it against her lips. She didn't move as the blood spilled 
over her tongue. 
'Mother, drink," I said frantically, and pushed it harder, but 
some change had already commenced. 
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Her lips quivered, and her mouth locked to me and the pain whipped through 
me suddenly encircling my heart." 12 
Blood is often used as a metaphor for semen in vampire literature. This union of blood is 'a two-
way violation evoking a repressed desire for a circle of cunnilingus/fellatio, oral/genital contact 
or incestuous desire.' 13 
Continuing with the vampirism-as-incest theme in Clutching Shadow, Chapter Fourteen (told 
from Lex's point of view) deals with ritualistic sex, proof of commitment, and the incestuous 
bond of family and blood, which has run through the rest of the text. In this chapter, love literally 
becomes pain, and blood literally runs freely in the blood-pact made between Jez and Lex. Again, 
it is Jez who is in control, actively dominating Lex in a sadistic act, while Lex acts in a 
submissive, masochistic way by allowing him to cut her. 
This act is precipitated by Lex's meeting with Roisin, and Jez's jealousy of this meeting. He 
uses emotional blackmail to convince Lex to 'prove' herself to him, a warped, 'if you loved me' 
scenario. Jez's pathological need/desire for Lex - activated through this jealousy - becomes 
centralised; he demands she makes a sacrifice forlto him. 
In his work Eroticism, Bataille speaks of this kind of pathological demand with regard to de 
Sade: 
'Sexual instincts to which de Sade gave his name will 
account for the horrors of sacrifice, and the whole 
horror-evoking complex is called pathological.' 14 
12 Anne Rice. The Vampire Lestat. Futura Books. London. 1985. P174. 

13 Gladwell, Adele Olivia, and James Havoc. 'The Erogenous Disease in Gladwell and Havoc's (eds) Blood and 

Roses. The Vampire in 19th Century Literature. Creation Texts. London. 1992. 

14 Georges Bataille. Eroticism. Penguin Classics. London. 200 I. P 183. 
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While Jez's actions are not in the same league as those penned by de Sade, he shows a definite 
tendency to sadism. It is clear that his love for Lex is pathological, bound up with his narcissism, 
and his desire to be 'worshipped'. 
The bloodletting is ritualistic, pointing to ancient ceremonies such as the Mayan and Aztec 
blood rites that honoured their gods. 
The language I used in this segment of the chapter (p 188 - 190) reflects the action of cutting 
and sucking (penetration and oral sex) very specifically. Jez and Lex's breathing 'cuts' the silence, 
echoing the physical cutting of flesh. Presenting the cutting as a sensual act links sexuality with 
pain, and gives it sado-masochistic overtones. This cutting of flesh also links sex with blood, 
death and, irrevocably, religion. Again, Bataille has made these links in Eroticism, which 
discusses transgression and religious sacrifice: 
' ... sacrifice is a murder, of course, and a bloody one. 

It is a transgression in the sense that it is a sin, and of 

all sins, indeed the greatest.. .' ] 5 

Lex and Jez's activity does not include murder, but by the spilling of blood, there is the possibility 
of death by exsanguination, which links back in the text by indirectly evoking the image of Lucia 
(Jez's succubus) bleeding to death in her bath. Blood, symbolised by consecrated wine, is also 
part of the Christian Mass, and echoes the words of Christ - 'This is My body, this is My blood ... ' 
before he sacrificed himself, and also echoes the vampiric connotations of drinking his 'blood'. 
Although Jez and Lex do not appear to have any religious leanings, this aspect is clearly echoed 
in their blood-sacrifice to each other. They are implying that they will die for each other. 
Jez has 'his mouth against my throat, sucking hard, almost biting' (p 188); Lex 'taste(s) blood 
as it seeps through my lips into my mouth, and I part my lips and drink him in... ' (p 189). They 
15 Georges Bataille. Eroticism. P 89. 
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join their wounds together in the classic 'blood brothers' act. Oral blood play occurs when Jez 
'takes my wounded hand ... dipping his tongue into the gash, licking it clean, until I sob with 
need.' (p 189). Blood is used as a sexual lubricant, both literally and metaphorically, since the 
shedding of blood foreshadows the spilling of semen later, and the penetration of glass into flesh 
acts as a foreshadowing of lez's later penetration of Lex. The whole section provides the effect of 
a total fusion between them. 
The death theme is echoed later when they lie quietly together in an exhausted embrace. Lex, 
while not wishing for death, seems at least to wish for oblivion: 'I welcome the embrace, and we 
head toward sleep which I wish could be never-ending.' (p 190) Actual death - that of Laurence ­
occurs very soon after this chapter. 
The representation of the Erotic in Clutching Shadow 
Since a large part of the novel is concerned with the erotic, this section will consider how this is 
portrayed, discuss the language used to evoke sensuality and sexuality, and how I have written 
the transgressive elements of both. 
Taken at their most basic, there seems to be little difference between pornography and erotica. 
Both seem to fulfil the same function: to create sexual excitement within the consumer. However, 
when the base definitions are examined, it is seen that 'erotica' comes from eros - love; while 
'pornography' comes from the combination of parne - harlot, and graphein - to write. 
Pornography represents women (and men of course, in gay pornography) as sex objects (see 
Dworkin, above). Representation and intent, therefore, seem to be the key words here. 
I believe that in general, Clutching Shadow does not fall into the category of pornography, 
although there are elements that are pornographic. My intent was to show that the characters are 
not driven purely by the desire for sexual gratification, but by love, obsession, and the need to 
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establish control in an uncontrolled existence. All the characters recognise the consequences of 
their actions - Lex is aware that her incestuous desire for Jez is taboo. Jez is aware that he will 
break the taboo if he acquiesces to that desire, but the taboo only seems to fuel their desire for 
each other, which builds the sexual tension between them. Jez coldly manipulates Laurence's 
emotions because he sees him as a threat to his relationship with Lex. Laurence is more of an 
enigma, since we only know him through Lex and Jez, but he too knows that his actions are 
'wrong', does not act on his alleged moral code, and suffers the consequence of being forced - in 
his own mind - to commit suicide. The scenes depicting sexual activity, although explicit, deal as 
much with these emotions/motivations as with the physical experience, as I shall show in the 
remainder of this section. 
A general breakdown of the progression shows that Chapters 1 - 9 mostly deal with the rising 
sexual tension between Lex and Jez; there is little mutual sexual activity. What activity there is, is 
either masturbatory, fantasy or non-pleasurable (Lex and Jimmy, Chapter 6). Once the sexual 
tension between Lex and Jez is consummated (Chapter 10), however, the sexual activity/desire 
takes on a different tone - that of control and manipUlation (Chapter 11 - Jez/Laurence). The tone 
becomes darker as a build-up to the tragedy that happens in the last chapters. 
I shall now examine Chapters Two, Four, Ten and Twelve - the main foci of the sexual acts 
between Lex and Jez - to show how this worked. 
Setting the erotic scene begins in Chapter Two. Although I make it clear in Chapter One that Lex 
regards Jez as much more than a brother, Chapter Two graphically illustrates this through her 
physical reaction to him. I begin by showing the dark eroticism of Jez's artwork (described 
above). As well as representing his inner demons, I intended that they reflect, through the torture 
described, his propensity for sado-masochistic control (if not physically, then certainly 
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emotionally). This aspect of his character is deliberately not shown in any detail in the text, but 
this first vision of his work establishes these inclinations. 
Mostly, however, I begin to build the sexual tension between Lex and Jez. On page 22, Lex 
states that she fantasises about Jez during her sexual encounters with other men. I have her 
feeling no shame in this admission - she understands the taboo of incest, but rejects it, believing 
that love should be allowed to take its 'natural' course, no matter the relationship between the two 
people involved. Indeed, the taboo only seems to create more desire. Her agreement to allow Jez 
to body-paint her is as much driven by frustrated sexual desire as from any motive to help Jez's 
artistic ambitions. 
I used this chapter to establish Jez's character more firmly. It becomes clear that he likes to 
control Lex, and that she allows it. He assumes command of the situation from the beginning; he 
tells her to strip, to remain completely still, and to make herself blind by closing her eyes. Lex 
acquiesces with no protest, and effectively, is rendered helpless by Jez. This deliberate blindness 
echoes Lex's unwillingness to acknowledge that her attraction to her brother is 'wrong'. 
The painting scene (p 22 - 25) is a logical progression, a sequential act of painting from the 
top of Lex's body, downward to her genital area. It is foreplay, whereby Jez's brushes become 
substitutes for fingers, and the paint itself substitute for Lex's sexual lubrication and semen. I give 
hints that Jez is also aroused by this activity - his breathing is rapid and shallow (p24), indicating 
sexual excitement; Lex reports that she can 'feel' the sexual tension emanating from him. But as 
this is from her point of view, it cannot be certain that she is not projecting her own emotions 
onto him. 
The cat symbolism in this chapter (beginning on p 19), which is echoed at times throughout the 
rest of the text, refers to Jez's predatory sexuality. Lex likens the feel of his brush as a 'eat's 
tongue lapping at milk', (p 24) an allusion to oral sex. The allusion is continued as Jez paints her 
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face and paint seeps between her lips: 'Chalky, bitter-tasting fluid kisses infiltrate my mouth, clot 
on my tongue ... ' (p 24) Not only kisses and saliva are represented here, but, again, semen. 
It becomes clear through Lex's reporting of Jez's actions that he is deliberately manipulating 
her. In effect, he masturbates her with his brushes, and when she shows signs of approaching 
release, he stops. This confirms that he is in control of the activity, and the entire exercise ends 
with Lex's continued frustrated desire. 
Linguistically, this chapter builds up a sense of frustrated desire. It begins with a mass of 
dream-images of Lex's abused childhood, and the rest of it continues in a haze of images. The 
painting is conducted on a blind, motionless Lex: another force (Jez) is in control of her, as her 
father has control of her in the dream. What little there is of Lex's dialogue is generally conducted 
in murmurs and whispers, while Jez uses commands. His harsh breathing, reported in the text, 
signals his arousal. As Lex approaches orgasm, the writing echoes the urgency, the sentences blur 
into each other, with minimal punctuation to give the effect of her senses spiralling together. 
Originally I had no punctuation at all, but decided that this jarred with the rest of the text. 
There is a completely different 'feel' in Chapter Four, which is seen from Jez's third person 
viewpoint, and shows Jez's voyeuristic tendencies. The tone is generally darker, and the language 
suggests a union of desire and disgust. The many substitutions in this chapter include Lex's duvet 
(Jez wraps himself in it) for Lex's body/vagina, and for his mother's womb/embrace. Jez becomes 
a substitute for his father James when he masturbates over Lex, and admits that he has his father's 
'bad blood'. 
Jez's voyeurism when he watches Lex sleep - he is fascinated by her body, especially by her 
breasts (again, a mother substitution) - is the first time I actively acknowledge his sexual 
attraction to her. He shows a moral repugnance for incest, which may seem out of character, but 
is explained by the fear that he will become his abusive father. His scrutiny of Lex leads to 
flashback, and .lez's recall is almost dream-like. It is triggered by the hallucination-memory of 
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James's corpse standing in Jez's doorway, telling him that he will never be rid of him: 'Did you 
really think I'd left you, son? I'll never leave you. We Ire the same, you and 1. No matter how 
strenuously you try to deny it, we both know it's true. I (p 44). 
The flashback (p 46 - 49) is of when Jez is fifteen years old and he sees James abuse the ten 
year old Lex. The language I use in this section is deliberately harsh and stark, and I found it 
difficult to write because of the nature of the act. It became all the more difficult because I 
wanted it to be explicit in order to illustrate the full horror of Lex's ordeal, and also to show how 
it seeded the beginnings of lez's sexual attraction to her. I echoed the harsh effect of the writing 
by stating that the lighting in the room was bright, so that nothing was hidden. 
In the abuse scene, I wrote Lex as an innocent, unwilling child. Because I wanted to shock, I 
did not want to sexualise her in any way for the reader - I had James do that through his abuse of 
her, and via Jez with his guilt-filled orgasm while watching the abuse through the keyhole. 
Ultimately this scene is not about sex, but about power and loss of control. Likewise, Jez 
becomes child-like in that he feels powerless in his act of voyeurism; he is held frozen, unable to 
do what he knows is right - to stop it. His adolescent body is also out of control - he ejaculates 
spontaneously while watching Lex as she is forced to masturbate his father to orgasm. This 
becomes, in effect, an indirect act of abuse perpetrated upon Jez - his reaction is one of disgust 
and the feeling of being contaminated. Although he washes the semen from his body, he feels he 
will never be clean, and his sense of pollution is echoed at the end of the chapter. 
Back in the 'now' (p 49), Jez relives the disgust and the fear that he will 'become' his father. I 
have him mentally comparinglinterchanging himself with James constantly throughout the 
chapter, giving the impression that they are becoming one person. He finds himself aroused at the 
memory, and as Jez sinks deeper into this fantasy and begins to masturbate, I re-use the elements 
of the flashback scene in the present. Lex's passivity (she is asleep), the masturbation over Lex's 
body, Jez's continued disgust as he does so, combined with the horrified desire he feels for her, 
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gIVes the impression that the abuse is continued. However, I add another element into the 
equation - Lucia - so that Lex again becomes a mother substitute and demonstrates how Jez's 
emotional development has been retarded. 
The blood motif that echoes throughout the novel and which is used explicitly in Chapter 
Twelve makes its second appearance here (the first in Chapter Three when Jez talks of 
discovering his mother's suicide). There is 'bad blood' (James's); Lucia's suicide again: 'Blood 
scent, heavy and cloying. Lucia in her last bath. Leaking blood from grinning wrists.' (p 52); the 
bond of blood (family) is constantly spoken of. 
Finally, told from Lex's viewpoint, we see Lex and Jez consummating their relationship in 
Chapter Ten. Her sexual tension increases because of the previous night's activity in Chapter 
Nine. Because Lex is an insecure person, I have her showing doubt that Jez really wants her, that 
he is still playing power games. Again, she releases sexual tension by masturbating while 
fantasising about him, but again, she is unsatisfied by it. The language of the chapter reflects the 
adverse reaction her addiction to Jez is having on her body. Lex's skin looks 'pallid, almost 
translucent, like I'm suffering from a long term illness. Terminally infected with Jez.' (p 123); Jez 
is likened to a disease, or a cancer, that she cannot cure. She spends the day in a haze of longing 
and fear, and I change her relationship with Laurence, because I felt that someone in this situation 
- that of someone in obsessive love who needs to keep it secret - would probably withdraw and 
become pre-occupied. I have had her be wary about discussing Jez with Laurence before, but felt 
that her attitude now would become much more self-protective. This causes the first deep crack to II 
appear in their friendship, as Lex lies about a non-existent relationship. Although he does not Iopenly say it, Laurence's sexual jealousy of her having a relationship with anyone else becomes 
clear. This serves to build up the tension in a different direction, and again foreshadows future 
events. 
III 
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This chapter shows the first full sex act between Lex and Jez, and I had it linked with the 
artwork Jez produced of Lex in Chapter Two. The object 'Lex' observes Jez's seduction of the 
'real' Lex. Jez uses Lex's body fluids to 'complete' the painting (he has been using semen in the 
paint to literally put part of himself into the piece), and this completion provides yet another 
substitution for Jez and Lex's sexual union. 
I wrote the sequence of the sex act to mirror the painting scene in Chapter Two. The act 
focuses almost entirely on Lex's sexual desire, and the presence of the painting shows that Jez 
still thinks of Lex as an art object. The act itself is understated, almost a token gesture. I felt, 
given the build-up, that it was best not overplayed. Also, I felt that the steady growth of sexual 
tension was much more important than the consummation of their relationship, and is the driving 
force of the novel up to this point. This force continues to drive the plot forward, because Lex, 
having 'had' Jez, craves him even more; knowing that Jez feels the same way fires the craving. 
This serves to emphasise the theme of their obsession. Sex becomes a trap, and Lex is a willing 
prey. 
Jez's reaction to their more intimate relationship is to become artistically inspired, but also to 
want to separate Lex from Laurence, and he persuades Lex to give up her job. Laurence, through 
inspired guesswork, realises the truth of Lex's feelings for Jez. Lex of course denies it, but 
Laurence dismisses her. By using this device, I am able to fully isolate Lex in her relationship 
with Jez, and to demonstrate further the domination/submission dynamic between them. 
'I 
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Conclusions 
Writing a creative piece and a thesis concurrently proved to be an organic process ­
each piece grew out of the other quite naturally. I had intended to write the novel 
wholly before I attempted the thesis, but I discovered that the research I was doing on 
the latter had an ongoing effect on the novel, and widened the themes onto a broader 
scale. The effect of research on the creative piece did not happen on a conscious level, 
but the theories I read on child abuse, narcissism, art and objectification, and incest 
did filter through to my writing. This worked less obviously the other way around, but 
that was probably to be expected, given that I already knew the themes I wanted to 
explore and did not deviate from them while researching. II believe that the researching I was doing at the time of writing the novel benefited II! ~i 
its writing, in that it 'felt' more informed than if I had simply made it up without 
research. On the other hand, those parts that I did write without being influenced by I
research were later vindicated by the works I was reading, especially that of Janet 
I 
11: 
Liebman Jacobs' Victimized Daughters, which was the main source I used for child 
abuse, along with Bataille's Eroticism for the taboo of incest, and Vance's website on 
..~" J~i 
narcissism. This vindication helped me to feel more secure about approaching the 
subject matter on a more instinctive level. 
Did I successfully achieve my main aim - that of producing a creative piece that did 
i 
not negatively judge the incestuous relationship between Lex and Jez? I believe that I 
have, in that their relationship seems to me to be perfectly natural, something that was 
almost inevitable given their circumstances, which was also borne out by my 
'··.1't 
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research. However, I am aware that their relationship as a whole is an unhealthy one, 
and that the characters of Lex and Jez are not necessarily sympathetic. In that, perhaps 
I have judged, but my opinion is that complete non-judgement might be impossible on 
any writer's part. 
Their unsympathetic portrayal, however, arises more as a result of their personality 
disorders (which have been shaped by their abusive past) than of their present 
relationship. In general, I feel that as the novel went on, the theme of incest probably 
became less important and central to it than the themes of sexual obsession, 
domination and submission, the cyclical nature of abuse, and lez's art. 
This, I feel, has not been a bad thing, since in this way, the themes of the novel 
have become more diversified, blurring the boundaries of what the novel is 'about'. I 
believe that rather than reading the text in a passive way, a reader would necessarily 
have to engage in it actively to be able fully to identify with these themes and the 
character interactions. In this way, it becomes a 'writerly' text, as described by Roland 
Barthes in his Pleasure ofthe Text: 'Text of bliss: the text that imposes a state of loss, 
the text that discomforts ... unsettles the reader's historical, cultural, psychological 
assumptions ... ' I This I believe covers Clutching Shadow, in that the subject matter 
does disturb the reader's 'cultural (and) psychological assumptions'; it presents a set of 
circumstances that are by 'normal' moral standards unpalatable and disturbing to read. 
I feel that as a writer, I have been challenged by presenting such discomfiting work, 
and through the achievement of this project, feel more confident that I will be able to 
produce more. 
I Roland Barthes. The Pleasure o/the Text. Basil Blackwell Ltd. Oxford. 1990. 
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Overall, I feel that the production of the novel and the thesis together has been very 
successful. Working purely by research has proved extremely satisfYing, and has 
taught me how to source work more efficiently, how to work independently and to 
develop my own critical thinking in more depth. 
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Clutching Shadow 1 
ONE 
Tonight the air has teeth. A biting January wind coils around my nylon clad legs like a 
venomous snake, slithering up around my thighs, sinking its fangs into chilled flesh, 
turning them blue with numbing poison. A cruel beast, Winter. 
But I have to brave the beast tonight. The people I'm meeting are a glamorous 
bunch - Jez's arty friends, who always manage to make me feel insecure. Especially 
that art gallery bitch Emma-I'm-so-rich-Nelson. Just for once I want to fit in. Just this 
once. So I'm wearing a sheer chiffon mini-dress with a flimsy crimson silk jacket, and 
trying to ignore the bone-deep freeze. Suffering to look good. I'm good at suffering. 
Sometimes I think I enjoy it. 
Halfway down the street, the snow that's been threatened all week by smug warm 
weather presenters finally begins to fall. Brief flurries of tiny ice particles at first, then 
the cloud laden sky lets loose its frozen burden in large sticky flakes. It settles on the 
ground beneath my feet and I curse the impossibly high heeled shoes I'm trying to 
walk in. Snow, maliciously gleeful, gathers in my hair. Snow blossom on blood, Jez 
might say, if he'd smoked enough dope to make such pretentious comparison, and I 
rather like the image. A fit of shivering overcomes me. I reflect that I should've come 
along with Jez in a taxi earlier, but I worked late at the shop as a favour for Laurence, 
my boss, my friend. My would-be lover. By the time I'd got home, changed, and got 
out again, he'd already gone. Maybe I shouldn't be so conscientious - Jez always says 
I work too hard - but I don't like to say no to Laurence. 
I gather the silk jacket around me, but it's already wet and ruined; there's no choice 
but to resign myself to my icy fate. This is what I get for being cheap and not taking a 
taxi, for choosing to brave the sweat-scented, crowded tube instead. I mean, the 
station's only a couple of streets away from the club. But as I'm discovering, it's far 
enough away when I'm sliding in high heels on the white-carpeted pavement, with 
snow blurring my vision. 
II ~i 
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When I reach the club, I'm so cold I'm almost weeping. All I want is my snug 
warm bed, a bottle of red wine and a pack of cigarettes. A night of so-called fun in the 
latest hot-spot in town is the last thing I need. But Jez insisted that I came. Master 
calls, slave hurries to obey. That's the way its always been with Jez and me. 
There's a queue outside the club that winds around the comer, which means it'll be 
crowded inside. Claustrophobic. Sighing, I reflect that I'm getting old before my time, 
and I can almost hear Jez mocking in the drawling voice he keeps especially for me. 
C'man, Lexy, you're twenty-two not two-hundred-and-twa. Yes, Jez. Whatever. Still, 
at least I have an invitation courtesy of Jez, who in tum was invited by that bitch 
Emma Nelson; I can bypass the queue. 
Walking up to the front, I hand my invitation to one of the muscle-bound bouncers 
on the door and go past them, wishing I was invisible. Inside I'm quivering. Please 
don't stop me. 1 don't want any hassle. But the bouncer lets me in with a smirk, 
leering at my legs as I go past. His gaze bums my back, and suddenly far too aware of 
my short skirt, I wish I'd worn trousers. I just about manage to restrain myself from 
pulling at the fabric in a futile attempt to make it longer. 
Inside the club, heat and music assail me. Both are painful to my chilled body. 
Bedraggled, I feel like a half-drowned rat, and I go straight to the coat-check, hand 
over my ruined silk jacket, then look around for the ladies' cloakroom. Pushing 
through the crowd of women who are equally determined to check their appearance, I 
look in the mirror. My hair's soaked, my skin's pale, bluish with residual chill; my 
carefully constructed look has been decimated. I look like an animated corpse. No 
way am I going to appear like this in front of everyone. Especially not Jez. He'll only 
tease if! look scruffy, and I refuse to give him the satisfaction. Sighing, I root in my 
bag for my comb and makeup and begin the repair job. 
Ten minutes later, I look better. I've combed back my hair from my face, and with 
luck it'll dry okay. If it looks somewhat unkempt, at least it's fashionable. I'm still a 
little pale, but that's normal for me. People often ask if I'm ill, as though pallor is a 
sure sign of sickness. At least the corpse-blue tinge has disappeared. 
As satisfied as I'm going to be, I walk into the club, looking around for Jez. The 
floor's a minefield of people looking for a pick-up. I'm propositioned several times 
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during my search by men who seem to think it's a compliment. I ignore them, but feel 
as though I'm being hunted and I hate it. I just want to get to Jez, to safety. 
Then I see him, drink in one hand, cigarette in the other. He's wearing a shirt and 
black jeans; the silver stud in his left ear shines in the light like a beacon, and the ring 
in his right eyebrow glints. Laughing and joking, he's holding court like a pirate king. 
By his side, his patron, the dreaded Emma Nelson, hangs onto his every word, and 
even from here I can see the expression in her adoring eyes. It says Fuck me. Every so 
often she flicks back her layered blonde bob in an obviously flirtatious manner. A stab 
of resentment pierces through me as it always does when I see her with Jez. My 
jealousy of her has become a Pavlovian reaction. See Emma. Feel jealous. Want to 
slap her. For all the show she's making of wanting Jez now, she might just as well 
take all her clothes off and lay on the floor with her legs open. But Jez has that effect 
on most people; his natural charisma entrances everyone. Including me. 
Of course, he's by no means perfect. Thwart him and he'll sulk or throw a temper­
tantrum that the most bratty two year old would be proud of. Love him, and he'll hurt 
you so bad you'll feel like you're nothing. Mood swings and depression haunt him; 
sometimes they control him. He can sink into a desolation so deep that I'm afraid to 
leave him. He's difficult, impossible, but he's all I've got. And all I love. In public he 
wears a mask; he's worn it for so long that it's moulded to his real features. Sometimes 
even I forget what he really looks like. 
As though aware of my scrutiny, Jez looks up from his conversation. His eyes 
search the crowd and find me. He smiles that Jez smile - slow, sexy, melting - and 
waves me over. I walk toward him. Feels like a dream, feels like I've lost myself in 
him, and at last I'm embraced by the only person in the world that I really love. 
Breathing in his scent. Jez scent, musky warm masculine skin. I hug him close. And 
this is love. Deep. Dark. Secret. 
"You're late," Jez remarks, planting a cool kiss on my cheek that burns the chilled 
skin. "Cold, too." 
Emma Nelson isn't happy about my arrival; I've cramped her style, taken Jez's 
attention away from her. From over his shoulder, I smile at her insincerely, andjust as 
insincerely, she returns it. There's malicious amusement in her eyes. She thinks I'm a 
Clutching Shadow 4 
pathetic little nobody, but at least I have Jez in ways she never can. He could fuck her 
every which way, but he'd never love her. I notice the fine lines at the sides of her 
pale eyes that belie her relentless approach toward middle-age, and think that her 
roots could do with a touch-up. Isn't that a hint of grey I can see? Even if I can't, the 
fantasy of her withering into an old crone before my eyes makes me feel better. For 
now. 
"Yes, well," I say in reply to Jez's remark, "it's snowing like hell out there. I don't 
think I'll ever be warm again,," 
Never let me go. 
But Jez releases me, goes to the bar and orders a drink. Emma and I remain frozen 
in silence, barely acknowledging each other's presence. When he returns, he thrusts a 
glass of deep amber fluid into my hand. 
"Drink that. It'd thaw the ice-mountains in the Antarctic." 
Trust Jez to be melodramatic. Smiling, I take a sip of the drink, which turns out to 
be a very good brandy. He's right though. The brandy sears its way dO\\-TI to my 
insides and branches out through my limbs, tongues of liquid fire. Mmmm ... 
"There you go," Jez says, with a self-satisfied, cat-like smile. "You're officially 
melted." A smirk, touch of fingertip to cheek. Stroke. Up and down. Withdraw. 
"Now, get socialising." He puts his mouth to my ear. "Emma and I need to talk shop. 
Go and enjoy yourself, for Christ's sake. " 
He turns away and a kind of emptiness yawns inside me. Emma's smile as I leave 
is triumphant and I hate her even more. 
I take another gulp of brandy - French courage - and head in the direction of the 
group of Jez's friends who intimidate me least. They welcome me with a casual round 
of kisses and 'how are you's?', and we fall into a general discussion which inevitably 
turns to art and the latest exhibitions, and who's going to be the next sensation to 
come on the scene. There's talk of Emma giving Jez a solo exhibition in her gallery, 
and I think, yes, especially if he fucks her. And the worst thing is, he probably would 
if he believed it might increase his chances of success. 
'. ' 
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Brooding over this, I phase myself out of the conversation, looking around at Jez, 
trying to attract his attention, wanting him to come and reassure me. But he's 
entertaining Emma and doesn't take any notice of me. 
Time passes. After an hour or so I'm a little drunk, pleasantly numb, and for now 
I've stopped worrying about my inadequacies. A friend of Jez's - Jimmy Miller, 
who's a graphic designer - takes me by the hand and we begin to dance. He dances a 
little too close but it feels nice. Secure. Plus, he's always had a thing for me and I need 
an ego-boost. I can handle Jimmy. I won't let him get too close. 
The evening passes quickly. Somehow, despite my previous determination not to 
let Jimmy monopolise me, that's exactly what's happened. He's barely left my side, 
and seeing that Jez is otherwise engaged with Emma and some other fairly influential 
friends, I haven't made much of an effort to discourage him. At around two a.m. 
though, the club begins to close up. 
"You can come home with me, if you like," Jimmy says, his mouth close to 
touching mine. I smell beer on his breath and the faint smoky whiff of his last 
cigarette. "We can have our own party." 
Cliche alert. Still, I wonder what it'd be like to give him a chance, to let him do 
what he's so obviously wanted to do for so long, and he takes my silence as 
encouragement. His lips fasten onto mine in a kiss. He's quite a good kisser; his 
mouth is soft and not too wet, his tongue not too intrusive. He pulls me closer, his 
hands clutch around my hips, fingers pressing through fabric into flesh. Despite the 
amount of alcohol he's put back that night, it hasn't quenched his passion. He's hard as 
bone against me, and I suddenly realise what I'm doing. I pull away and smile. 
"Sorry Jimmy. Have to go home." 
Can't have sex with Jimmy. He's a nice enough guy with his easy smile and dog­
like devotion, and I know he'd be good to me, but I don't fancy him one bit. Not that 
that's ever stopped me from sleeping with other guys in the past. But sleeping with 
Jimmy would only end up giving him the wrong idea that we might be a couple, and 
that would make me feel bad. Who needs it? 
Jimmy looks at me with whipped puppy eyes. Jez - minus Emma, at last - stands 
behind him, smirking, and I want to slap his smug face. 
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"Wouldn't be fair, Jimmy," I say, aware of sounding stupid and feeble, trying to 
ignore Jez's mocking expression. "I don't want to ... " 
"Ready to go, Lex?" J ez comes forward, finally deigning to help me out of this 
awkward situation. He puts an arm around my shoulders. With a flash of irritation, I 
notice that he seems perfectly sober and in control. "Don't you have to work 
tomorrow?" He glances at his watch pointedly. "Today?" 
"Yes," I mumble, leaning against him, grateful for his intervention, angry with 
myself for being grateful. "Yes, work. Right. Sorry Jimmy." 
I kiss his cheek and before Jimmy can say anything else, Jez whisks me away to 
get our jackets. I don't tum back to look at Jimmy's face; the mix of bewilderment and 
resentment that I know I'll see there will only make me feel sorry for him. 
Outside the club, the snow's settled and I pull my creased, ruined silk around me. 
The snow's quite deep and I slide in my high heels, which by now are pinching my 
feet cruelly. Jez holds me up, laughing at my unsteadiness. 
"C'mon, Lexy," he whispers in my ear, his breath warm against my neck making 
me shiver. "Let's find a taxi and get horne." 
Naturally the taxi drivers in the area know what time the clubs shut and they've 
made sure they're here, parked in rows outside, waiting like vultures for their fares. 
Jez pulls me into the first one that's free just as Jimmy comes out of the club looking 
forlorn and lonely. I bite down guilt and resolutely stare in the other direction. 
"You know," J ez says, "you have nothing to feel bad about. You got a bit drunk, 
you kissed the guy. So what?" 
"You know 'so what', " I mutter. "I don't want to lead him on. Nothing can come of 
it. " 
Jez slides his arm around my shoulders again and I shrug him off, aggravated with 
his flip attitude, and that he thinks he can be all intimate again now it suits him. 
Impatient, he sighs; he thinks Jimmy's too soft, and he thinks the same about me. 
"You worry too much," he complains. "Jimmy's a big boy, he can handle it." He 
ruffles my hair and I jerk further away from him. "Always concerned about other 
people. It's not worth it, Lexy." 
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"Yeah well. We can't all be selfish, can we? If I wasn't so concerned about other 
people, you'd be in deep shit by now." I pause. Then, because I can't help it: "If you 
hadn't been with Emma all night, you could've stopped it." I throw the words at him 
like spears, but it's useless trying to rile Jez, and he just smiles. Giving up, I lean into 
him, too tired to argue anymore. 
At around two-thirty, the taxi drops us home and we cross the silent, snow-covered 
pavement, turned urine-yellow by the streetlamps, toward our front door, which is up 
a short but steep flight of steps. Jez pays the driver and follows me, supporting me 
when I slip on the icy stone. Taking the key from my shivering hand, he unlocks the 
door and we go inside. 
Home is a three storey townhouse in Knightsbridge, left to us by our father. Not as 
upmarket as it might sound; the property is in need of some restoration. Jez and I, 
despite our father's inheritance money, can't afford to pay for it. As it is, I work hard 
in the bookshop, and my salary supplements the money our father left us. 
Jez doesn't work as such, although he would argue his case fiercely. He's totally 
involved in his art, which he creates with feverish intensity in his basement-studio. 
Very talented, Jez. Up and coming, with his own little cult of slavish followers, but he 
doesn't make much money yet. Rich bitch Emma, who he's known since his art 
school days, keeps him dangling on a string with those promises of a solo showing in 
her private gallery, but so far she hasn't come up with the goods. An unkind part of 
me is pleased about that; Jez depends on me as much as I depend on him. If he makes 
it big, he might not need me anymore. 
This time of year, a large part of the house stays cold, because on my wages and 
Jez's small commissions, we can't afford to run the central heating on a constant basis. 
Instead, we keep a few rooms comfortable - my bedroom, Jez's, the smallest lounge, 
plus Jez' s work area. 
Jez and I are half-siblings. Our father, James Sinclair, died a year ago of a heart 
attack caused by too much alcohol, too many cigarettes, and an alpha personality that 
made him hate the world, and, I often think, everyone in it. Including - maybe 
especially - his family. Inflicting cruelty was his natural talent, and he positively 
I

,"I 
revelled in his nastiness. By the time he died, he'd perfected his dubious gift into an 
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art form. Jez and me - well, we just wish that someone had inflicted on him what he'd 
inflicted on others. That would've only been fair. But life - and death, for that matter ­
doesn't deal in fair. It's all so random. 
Whatever, he was a classic candidate for a coronary, and unfortunately, that was 
what he got. Too easy a death by far. The attack dropped him like a stone, and finally 
rid of him, Jez and I celebrated his death if not its maimer. We inherited the house, 
along with a substantial amount of money, which will be paid to us in smaller yearly 
instalments for the next few years. But although this settlement might seem generous, 
the house holds nothing but bad memories for both Jez and me, and our father's Will 
stipulates that we aren't allowed to sell for five years. He knew that Jez and I would 
want to escape the house after his death, and he has made us prisoners here. I suppose 
we don't have to stay - we could choose to forfeit the inheritance - but where else 
would we go? Bad memories or not, this has always been our home. 
Neither of our mothers are around. Jez's mother Lucia committed suicide when he 
was five years old. He found her lying in a bath full of her own blood. In the lounge, 
on the mantelpiece, there's a photo of her, which Jez refuses to part with. The photo 
shows a very beautiful, a dark haired woman with porcelain skin and dark grey eyes, 
that are echoed in Jez, but her memory - the memory of her self-mutilated body - still 
disturbs him so much that he constantly tries to erase it. He keeps his glossy dark hair 
cut short, and dyes it dirty-blond. He takes too many 'recreational' drugs, and drinks 
too much. He's pierced an ear, an eyebrow and his left nipple. But he can't change his 
sharp features or his pale skin or stormy grey eyes. Despite his efforts the 
resemblance to his mother remains obvious. 
He never talks about Lucia. Her memory festers away nicely inside him like an 
abscess. Sometimes he looks at her photo, sometimes he sits and stares at it. 
Sometimes I've heard him talk to it, and when he does I leave him alone because I 
don't want to hear what he says; it disturbs me. And I'm disturbed now, by my own 
dark thoughts. 
Shuddering, I move away from the mantelpiece with its image of ever-present 
death, but my own mother raises her face in my memory instead. Tonight, the ghosts 
want me, and I don't bother to repel them. 
;~ 
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Roisin was Irish. My inheritance from her is her flaming Celtic hair, and blue­
green eyes. James impregnated Roisin with me long before Lucia killed herself. 
Within a month of the suicide, Roisin and I - just a year old then - had been moved 
into the house. 
She left me when I was nine years old. I guess she had endured enough. Enough of 
James's moods, his violence, his abuse, which he transferred from Lucia to her, and 
then to me. One day she just upped and went, taking most of her belongings and 
leaving no note. The silk jacket I wore tonight was hers - one of the few things she 
left, along with a silver cross that I always wear around my neck. I don't know why I 
wear them, because I hate Roisin for leaving me and Jez behind. I hate her because 
she didn't love us enough to stay and ... 
Jez comes up behind me, causing my train of thought to derail. I'm grateful, 
because it was going nowhere good. 
"It's late," he says. "And you can't be late for Laurence tomorrow, now can you?" 
He stretches out a hand, touches my hair, and then withdraws it, as though its fiery 
colour has burned him. "Why so unhappy?" I wasn't aware it showed on my face. I 
shrug, and turn toward him, but my eyes stray toward the photo of Lucia and suddenly 
Jez isn't looking at me. He's staring fixedly at her, unable to tear his gaze away. 
"Why're you looking at that?" 
"Just thinking," I say, trying to deflect him. "Nothing really." 
But it's too late. Jez responds with a morose silence and I want to take hold of the 
photo and throw it out. Every time he looks at it, it has this effect on him. Brings back 
the memories, brings out the ghost of the child who found his dead mother. With a 
sinking heart, I see the shine of tears glaze his eyes, which he brushes away angrily. 
"C'mon Jez, you're right, it's late." 
Trying to deflect this particular attack of misery, I take his hand, pull on it, and he 
allows himself to be drawn away to sit on the couch, but I know he'll brood on it 
overnight. Sometimes I wish I could get into his head and cut out the cancerous 
memories that have taken hold. I wish I could magic them away, but of course, I 
can't. 
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I won't go to work, I decide then. I'll take a sick day; it's not as though I make a 
habit of it. Taking care of Jez is much more important. By Monday, he'll have 
recovered and we'll be back to normal again. Normal, of course, being a relative term. 
"How about I stay at home after all?" I suggest. "I won't go to work." Jez doesn't 
respond. "I could sit for you. It'll be fun." 
He greets my suggestion with a withering look that makes me go cold inside. 
"I don't need baby sitting, Lex." 
"Well, I'll be tired anyway," I say in an attempt to distract him. "Won't be much 
use to Laurence." 
"Won't be much use to me either then, will you?" Jez snaps back, the black cloud 
that hovers over his head corning lower and lower, threatening to engulf him. "I'm not 
painting you looking like death." He looks me over. "Not that that'd be anything 
new." 
1 forgive this deliberate cruelty. He doesn't mean it; he's hurting inside, lashing out 
at me because I'm close. Because he knows I love him and can take it. 
"Look, we can get up late ... " 
"Do whatever you want. I don't give a shit." He stands abruptly, and fear chokes 
me. 
"You shouldn't be alone," I insist. "Let me keep you company tonight?" 
He gives me an angry glance, turns, and walks out of the lounge. I follow him 
upstairs, where he slams the bathroom door in my face. He stays in there for a long 
time, and I hear water running and running and running. It goes on so long I'm afraid 
that maybe he's copied Lucia and slit his wrists, although what he'd do it with, I don't 
know; he uses an electric razor when he can be bothered to shave. But Jez is 
resourceful as well as unpredictable. If he really wanted to hurt himself, he'd find 
something to do it with. Bathroom mirrors shatter, after all. 
Just as I'm about to bang on the door, he emerges, startling me. His eyes are red, a 
little swollen, but he smiles, then shrugs, his anger apparently gone. 
"I suppose 1 can put up with you tonight." His tone is ungracious but despite that, I 
know he does want me with him. Needs me with him? He goes into his room. "Don't 
be long," he calls, "I'm tired and don't want you disturbing me." 
.. ~ 
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When I'm ready, I join him. His room's freezer-cold and pitch black, so I can 
barely see where I'm going. I hate the dark, where shadows conceal the ghosts and 
corpses of memory. But Jez's breathing is steady and deep, and guides me to the bed, 
although the remaining brandy in my blood disorientates me as much as the absence 
of light. I stub my toe on something painful and swear, making Jez laugh in the 
darkness. By the time I've crossed the short distance, I'm shivering uncontrollably 
and throw myself under the covers. 
"Jesus!" Jez mutters as my cold limbs touch him. "You're frozen!" 
But he slides over toward me, his arms enfolding me in an embrace. His semi­
naked heat, his scent, penetrates me. Disturbs me. Makes me want things I can't have. 
Makes me want Jez. When his mouth drifts across mine in a casual kiss, the faintest 
sigh of a touch, frustrated craving ravages me. What I want is to capture his lips and 
hold them against mine. What I want is to taste his soft inner skin with my tongue, 
explore the warm cavern of his mouth, and feel him explore mine. And then ... the 
rest. Jez is well aware of my desire and he plays on it. I allow it. Encourage it. 
"1 suppose I'll let you sit for me tomorrow," he murmurs, as though bestowing a 
great gift. As he speaks, his lips caress mine. He sounds half-asleep, as though he's 
unaware of what he's doing and the effect it has on me, but I can't tell for sure. Maybe 
he does know; maybe he's playing on my love for him. Doesn't matter. I don't care. 
Shifting in his arms, I try to catch a glimpse of his expression. But it's impossible. 
In the dark, he could be anyone. We have become strangers. This is no longer Jez, it's 
someone I've picked up in a bar or a club. Someone with whom I can have a guilt­
free fuck. Not Jez, who I love with my whole being. So much, it hurts. 
"Good," I say. "It'll be fun." And I feel him smile in response, feel him relax 
against me. Enclosed in the circle of his arms, I huddle closer to his radiating heat and 
eventually, I drift off to sleep, his mouth and warm breath still in my hair. 
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TWO 

I stand in an Impressionistic dreamscape. Time seems not to exist, as though someone 
has stopped the universal clock. Neither that of day nor night, the shifting luminosity 
of my surroundings is a fabulous mix of violet, ultramarine, and rose-hued rays that 
pour from a sky so divinely radiant that I weep. Heat wets my face, burns my skin. 
But I can't be certain it's salt-tears that fall from my eyes; the liquid could just as well 
be bitter acid. When I wake, will I be scarred? 
Jez is here too, and we stand in silence by the edge of a deep, utterly still azure 
lake on grass the colour of wet jade. We are beneath a willow tree that drapes 
caressing leaves around us. The air smells of the cherry blossom that blooms on the 
other side of the willow, and as a gentle breeze sighs, petals drift down, pale pink 
confetti at a marriage that can never be. 
Looking across the lake, I see a family group: a mother, a father, and two children. 
Coldness infiltrates my heaIi. Panicking, I look toward Jez, but he's gone, flying over 
the lake at light speed, and in a f1ash-forward instant, I know that I will follow him 
across the water and down the years, because the group is my mother, and our father. 
Jez, and me. And as I realise this, there's a rushing sensation, and I'm there, eight 
years old again. Innocent again, unaware that within the year my mother will have left 
my father, that I will replace her in his bed, a daughter-wife. 
The flawless light darkens. Iron-grey storm clouds edged with black creep over the 
horizon and reflect in the lake, which has become a watery abyss, the grave of my 
innocence. The air has begun to smell of rot; my gut chums with uneasy nausea. But 
no one else seems to notice anything different, so I say nothing, rendered mute by a 
mix of love und terror. 
We sit together on a checked blanket. Wicker baskets containing neatly cut 
sandwiches. cold chicken. and strawberries steeped in too much sugar - "Bad for your 
teeth," my ml)ther says in a tinkly, smiling voice - sit with us. Jez picks up the 
strawberries one by one, licking off the sticky juice with evident relish, stutIing them 
13 Clutching Shadow 
into his eager, open mouth with lascivious deliberation. Horrified, I see maggots spill 
out of the fruit onto his tongue, and he swallows them uncaring, maybe even enjoying 
their slippery taste. The smell of rot becomes stronger; the chicken is fast liquefying 
into a putrid mess. When my father picks up a drumstick and begins to suck the 
green-tinged flesh from the bones, the nausea rises to my throat and I think I will 
vomit. But even in the midst of my revulsion, my gaze is constantly drawn back to the 
sight of Jez eating the maggoty strawberries. His pointed tongue laps against the fruit, 
licks it slowly; maggots crawl between his lips and he sucks at them. His fingers enter 
his mouth and the red, vulva-like strawberries with their crawling centres stir 
something unknown in my still innocent body. And although this is a dream and 
nothing is real, here is this one shining truth. Whatever happens, no matter how bad 
things get, I will never leave him. Jez is everything, worth any maggot-ridden horror, 
any painful degradation, if only I can be with him forever. 
As though hearing my thoughts, he smiles a conspiratorial smile, which echoes on 
my father's mouth, now dripping with rancid slime. My mother remains oblivious of 
the exchange as she pours stagnant champagne from a magnum into four flutes and 
hands them around with a cold brittle smile. Copying the others, I force myself to take 
a sip of the decaying fluid. There's a rushing whirl in my head, then my body. My 
father reaches toward me with his hands, his open mouth descending until it almost 
touches mine. A thick stench of rot comes from inside him, and I begin to cry, to pull 
away, and then I'm yanked upward, and I'm flying again, back across the lake, which 
has turned blackish red, where a dead woman swims. 
Back on the other side of the lake now. Jez is there, holding me, and I feel safe 
again. The threat of the storm has passed and all seems serene once more. The lake 
has returned to its tranquil blue, and no one swims in it. Cherry blossom scents the 
breeze again, chasing away the stench of rot that tried to follow us. Love for this man, 
my saviour, my brother, overwhelms my heart and mind. I want to weep. Is it really 
so wrong to feel this? My love for Jez is natural. Right. But speech eludes me again, 
and Jez, apparently aware of my inner conflict, smiles at me in reassurance. He may 
never say it, or act upon it, but I know he shares my love. It radiates from his eyes like 
sun-rays. 
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A rustling sound from above us breaks my meditation. Withes from the willow 
extend from the ends of the branches; the sound of their movement is like that of 
hissing snakes, a promise of temptation without punishment. Ah, what a concept, to 
do anything with no fcar of condemnation. The willow wraps its fronds around my 
arms, a stroking sensation that makes me gasp. Does it intend to take me captive? 
Yes. It's tying me to Jez. Has the willow heard my thoughts? Is it sentient, and do 
trees love too'? Does it understand my need? I believe it does, because it's binding our 
flesh close, Jez's wrist to my wrist, so I can feel his heartbeat. It's rapid, echoing the 
thud-thud. thud-thud of my own heart; our veins are rivers swollen by torrential rain. 
Tighter and tighter we're bound, until our flesh melds together and we are one. Half­
pain, half-pleasure, soon to become all pain that is wholly pleasure. I moan. hear Jez 
moan as the willow-withes cut through skin, and blood begins to flow, running fast 
like a mountain stream, as our father's blood runs in us both ... 
I wake. For a moment the after-images of the dream linger in my memory. The 
stygian darkness of Jez's blacked-out room amplifies the continuing horror of the 
images. I could be anywhere, in any kind of hell, where any kind of demon waits to 
torment me. The kind of demon who is my now-dead father, who once used my nine­
year-old body as an outlet for his lust, my mouth as an unwilling receptacle for his 
semen. I can't seem to grasp hold of the present; the past wants to keep me captive. 
The sweaty grip of panic constricts my chest; the passion I felt for Jez in the dream is ill 
overtaken by a paroxysm of terror so bad I can barely breathe. I'm suffocating. Just in 
time, before the panic attack becomes full-blown, I force myself to control my 
breathing. Big deep breaths. Push air out of my contracting lungs. Breathe it in. Out. 
In. Slow. Slow. Slow, Slow. Better. My heart rate returns to its usual pace, I stop 
sweating, and my breathing becomes normal again. 
The phantasm is gone, the terror has passed. I remember that I am in leis bed, in 
Jez's room, and Jez is my reality. His breathing, soft and rhythmic, soothes me. 
Without this truth, I cannot exist. And there's another truth, a welcome physical 
distraction. I desperately need to pee. If I hadn't controlled the panic when I did, the 
bed would he \'Vet by now. 
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Carefully, so I don't disturb Jez, I slip out of bed. The air's freezing, and I 
remember it had been snowing when we'd arrived home from the club. Tiptoeing 
through the room, I cross the corridor to the bathroom. Not bothering to lock the door, 
I sit on the toilet and allow the night to drain out into the bowl, flushing it away so it 
can't bother me anymore. Then I shrug on my dressing gown, tying it tight around my 
body, savouring the little heat it provides and the comfort of soft fabric against my 
skin. From the faint grey that comes in from outside the tiny, frosted window, I see 
it's daytime. In the mirror, the colourless light shows me how I look after last night's 
partying. Ashen faced, pale-lipped, dark under the eyes. There's a dull ache around 
my temples and over my eyes, probably due to tiredness, too much brandy, and my 
over-vivid imagination. 
"Hey, Lexy." 
Jez's voice startles me: he creeps up like a cat. A silent predator. 
"You left me." His voice is accusatory, childish, as he comes up behind me. His 
eyes meet mine in the mirror. Outwardly I shrug, but inside, my stomach lurches at 
his close proximity. 
"You \vere asleep." 
"I felt you get up. You disturbed me. Bad Lexy." 
His hands rest on my shoulders, and he leans against me bare-chested; his nipple 
ring presses through my dressing gown into my skin. I inhale the opiate of his warm 
sleep-scent. The roughness of his stubble, black, in sharp contrast to his pallor and 
dyed hair, grates against my neck. I reach up and over to cup his face, unable to be 
angry with his child-like need for me. His dependence is essential. The need to be 
needed by him is a physical ache. 
flyou said you'd let me paint you today. " Yes, I remember. I offered to sit for him. 
/\. suggestion made under the dark influence of dread. In the cold morning light, it 
do\.!sn't seem like Stich a good idea. But he seems fired-up by it and I don't want to kill 
his enthusiasm. "You will. won't you, Lexy?" He smiles when I nod. "Great. You can 
be my new project. 1 could do with something different to focus on. Everything's 
becoming so boring." 
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Now the thought of sitting for him, of being his sole centre of attention, even for a 
little while, has become exciting. 
"When, then?" he asks, twirling a strand of my hair absently around his fingers. 
"Whenever you like," I reply, saying nothing about being his 'new project' because 
Jez might think I'm being too sentimental; he'd probably laugh and tease me for weeks 
afterwards about my being his muse. I don't want him to make fun of me; I just want 
him to know how much I love him by doing this for him. 
Nodding, he captures my hand and takes me down the hall. Obviously, 'whenever' 
is to be now. I stop briefly at the phone to call in sick, while Jez watches me with a 
smirk that tells me I'm being a bad girl. Guilt rises as I hear Laurence's voice ­
concerned and solicitous - telling me to get better soon, but it's forgotten almost as 
soon as I replace the receiver. It's not as though the shop is ever very busy. He'll 
manage. And then we go down the steps that lead to the cellar, and into Jez's studio. 
There are no windows down here. Here Jez is God of Light. Let there be light, he 
will say, and behold, at his Word, there is light, created not from divinity but from a 
complicated system that a small theatre would be proud of. Most of this year's 
inheritance money has gone into it. Stark white, soft pink, envious green, passionate 
red, any number of hues are available at the flick of a switch. Now Jez turns on the 
main overhead, and I blink in the intensity of a hundred watt bulb. The area is large ­
almost the whole of the underneath of the house is taken up by cellar-space - and the 
walls are lined with huge canvasses, Jez's paintings. 
One glance shows his obsession with sex and death, often a monstrous mix of both 
that's alternately touching and terrifying. On the wall opposite is a gigantic male nude 
that looks like something out of Hellraiser. He is painted in shades of red - scarlet, 
crimson, maroon - with pink skin flayed back from the muscles beneath and held 
against a grey-black sky with nails that pierce the clouds. Weights attached by metal 
hooks hang from his penis and testicles, stretching them grotesquely out of shape. His 
mouth is stretched out of shape too, fixed in a silent scream of agony that will never 
be heard. Beside him on the wall, a woman - the man's woman? - in another frame is 
in the process of being ripped apart by the birthing of a hermaphrodite infant with a 
fanged mouth and scythe-like claws. Blood pours from her in torrents, and yet she 
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laughs, laughter as silent as the man's screams. Terrible visions created from an 
imagination warped by terrible experience. 
Despite the brutality of the images, Jez's paintings sell quite well amongst his little 
cluster of fans, and Emma Nelson has featured them in her gallery alongside pieces by 
other painters of the grotesque. But his work has been denounced by some critics as 
self-indulgent obscenity. Jez laughs at them. He says that his work is too intense, too 
grasping of raw, painful emotion, to ever be popular. Most people, he claims, can't 
take his vision of 'truth' because it forces them to confront their own capacity for 
depravity. And their all too certain mortality. For myself, I believe that one day - not 
too far off in our increasingly jaded society - he will become quite a name. 
"I'm a mess," I complain, frowning into the full-length mirror he keeps down here, 
but Jez's mirror-replica just smiles. "You can't paint me looking like this." 
"No. You're exactly how I want you. A blank canvas." 
I stare at him. not understanding, and now he smirks, one comer of his mouth 
turning up. The urge to touch him is almost irresistible, and I clench my fists to stop 
myself. 
"When I said I'd paint you, that's what I meant. I want to paint you, your body. 
Take a video of you too. And later, if it turns out well, I'll transfer the images onto 
canvas." 
"Oh." This is unexpected. A little scary too. Body painting's a new thing for Jez. 
The thought of his actually laying hands on me is disconcerting. Too intimate, too 
dangerous. If he touches me, I'm afraid I might lose control. 
"If they're good," Jez carries on, all but rubbing his hands in anticipation of his art, 
apparently unaware of my hesitancy, or aware and ignoring it, "well, I know a lot of 
people who'd pay for you, Lexy. Everyone says how gorgeous you are." He looks at 
me sidelong and smirks. "Especially Jimmy. Think how much he'd give to see you 
naked." 
"Prostituting your own sister," I mutter, and he laughs, a sound that's harsh and 
derisive. 
"I think it's a bit late for that, don't you?" He looks at me, eye to eye, and I shrug, 
knowing it's true. Oh, they might not have paid me for it, but I've been promiscuous 
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with more men than I care to remember. If I'm honest, every man I've ever been with 
over the past couple of years has been a substitute for Jez. When I orgasm, with them, 
or else in my solitary bed under the touch of my own hand, it's all I can do not to 
scream out his name. What's a nude painting between brother and sister? And besides, 
it's not like Jez hasn't seen me naked before. It's not like I don't want him to. 
Jez begins to select colours, water soluble paints that will shower off easily later, 
places them on a portable table, then picks the brushes he wants to use. His hands 
fascinate me, an artist's hands, long and slim. Graceful. His fingers flex and curl 
around the brushes and my mouth goes dry with sickening desire. 
Swallowing, I concentrate on the colours he's chosen as he mixes them to a thick 
paste with pure spring water. Vermilion. Cerise. Turquoise. Neon yellow. Acid green, 
and black. He puts a small pot of gold-leaf paint by the side of the others, then a 
larger one of white. 
"Take your clothes off." He turns to me, his voice taut with expectancy. 
Without taking my eyes from his, I strip off my dressing gown, and he watches me 
with a small, almost imperceptible cat-like smile playing across his mouth. His gaze 
plays over my body like slow, hot sunlight. But in an instant, the look is gone, 
replaced by something more coolly appraising. He picks up the pot of white paint and 
a large brush, dips the brush in the paint and steps toward me. 
"Be still now," he munnurs, tipping the brush to my nose in a playful gesture. It 
tickles, making me giggle, and he repeats seriously, as he wipes the paint away again. 
"Be still. Now." And I let my breath out in a long sigh that's almost a sob. When he 
glides the brush across my skin I close my eyes and imagine that I'm one of his 
lovers. 
He begins at the base of my throat and paint starts dripping down the length of my 
body like sweat burning cold. It trickles across my nipples and he strokes the brush 
over them like fingertips. Although I try to keep my response in check, I can't 
withhold the moan that escapes me. Jez laughs softly and I know that he knows. How 
can he not when my nipples are hard and thrusting toward his brush, when as it trails 
across my belly I push my hips forward inviting him to paint me inside and out. When 
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the brush darts between my legs like a eat's tongue lapping at milk - there then gone 
again in a second - the frustration is overwhelming. 
"Look at yourself," he commands, turning me carefully so my reflection glows in 
the mirror. "You're my work in progress. So lovely, Lexy." He sings the words. 
"Lovely Lexy." 
All white I am, except for my red hair. A flaming torch of thwarted want with eyes 
of aqueous fire. Blood draining toward a blue-green lake. Bad blood spilled in black 
water. No. Stop that right now. 
In the mirror, Jez turns, goes to the little table with the colours and brings it closer. 
He dips a small brush in the gold and begins to paint my face. As the paint flows 
around my eyes, I'm forced to close them. I can only feel what he's doing to me. Now 
he's painting my nose, my ears. Chalky, bitter-tasting fluid kisses infiltrate my mouth, 
clot on my tongue, and knowing that Jez will be angry if I move my facial muscles, I 
try not to grimace. Cool wetness shifts on my skin; hot wetness pulses between my 
legs. 
"Don't open your eyes or move your face till the paint's dry." Jez's voice comes at 
me inside my darkness, as though he's read my thoughts. "It'll ruin the effect." And I 
can tell from his tone that right now, he considers me his odalisque, and that he likes 
me that way. He is in control. His breathing, rapid and a little shallow, fills my ears 
and Jez becomes my existence, my universe. My god. Oh. My. God. 
The touch of the smaller brushes on my skin is more sensual still than that of the 
large and he takes his time painting me, deliberating over my wet breasts, around and 
inside my navel, down my legs up across my thighs and finally, between again. He's 
standing close and I can tell by his breathing, by the tension that surrounds me, that 
he's aroused too. Whether it's by me or the intensity of his concentration I don't know, 
but he is, and I will him to throw me down on the floor and take the responsibility of 
this desire out of my hands, and my body into his. His body into mine. Silently I beg, 
Please, and try to control my breathing, my ignited flesh which is close to meltdown, 
but my whole existence is now centred around my sex and the way his brush-head 
paints its open lips and the hard centre within, and I feel myself begin to spiral away. 
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Abruptly the pressure stops. I feel him move back, leaving me half-sobbing with 
disappointment. 
"Tum around, Lexy." 
His words don't register at first. Impatient with me now, Jez sighs. He's like that. 
Quixotic by nature. Hell-hot one minute, gravestone cold the next. 
"Come on, turn around. I want to look at your back." 
Although he could quite easily move around me, he wants me to obey him, expects 
total submission. So, still blind, I turn, feeling his gaze bum into my body. He comes 
behind me and lifts my hair from my neck. His breath grazes my skin and desire leaps 
like a dying salmon fighting its way upstream. But it's over now, the moment; it loses 
its battle for life, and gasps its last breath. Jez continues giving his orders and 
applying his paint, but I feel nothing. He has killed me. 
Afterwards, he moves away from me, telling me to remain where I am, and keep 
my eyes closed. I hear him moving equipment around, the sound of the artist at work. 
Then his footfalls come back toward me, and he speaks, breaking the oppressive 
silence. By now, my mind is in such a numb state from his constant manipulation, that 
I'm barely able to process his next order. 
"Look at me." 
And again, he has to repeat it, until I raise my face and find myself staring into the 
single eye of a digital video camera. Jez begins to film me, barking instructions, 
painting with celluloid, and still overwhelmed, I move like the puppet he's made me 
become, obeying every word, enslaved as always. Now a smile spreads across his 
face, and he retrieves his paintbrush. 
"You're still not finished," he murmurs. "Need a bit of touching up in places. Shall 
we begin again?" 
And without question, even while knowing that I should protest, because each time 
I give in to him, part of me is lost, I submit once more. 
When he's finished, I feel drained of all emotion. We've been in his studio for so 
long, it feels as though I've spent my while life down here. I'm surprised, when I 
emerge, that it's only just gone lunchtime. Jez remains in the cellar, playing with his 
digital masterpiece. 
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Upstairs, I shower away all the paint, put on fresh pyjamas - after all, I'm not 
going anywhere today - and then go downstairs to make myself some lunch, which I 
eat alone in the kitchen. When I go into the hall on my way into the lounge, I notice 
there's a red light blinking on the answer-phone. One new message. Laurence asking 
after my health. I erase it quickly - Jez would only laugh at this, and make a snide 
remark about my 'ageing boyfriend'; he holds Laurence in great contempt and takes 
every opportunity to show it. I suppose I should call Laurence back and tell him I'm 
feeling better, but I can't be bothered to get into a conversation with him. I have the 
beginnings of a bad headache and I just want to rest. So I leave it unanswered. 
Curling up on the ancient sofa, I watch some television, but I can't concentrate, 
can't even register what's on, except it's some old cop drama. I wish that Jez would 
come up from his cellar and finish what he started. I wait and wait, but he doesn't 
come. Eventually I drift off into a dreamless sleep, and I don't hear him go upstairs to 
prepare for a new night with a new lover. 
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THREE 

Upstairs in his room, Jez stares at himself in the full length, free standing mirror. He's 
still spattered with colour from his painting of Lex, whom he's left to sleep 
downstairs. It was good today, his work. Pleased at what he's achieved, he smiles at 
his reflection, a rare act for Jez. Despite the arrogant front he adopts, the inner truth is 
painfully different. No matter how many paintings he sells, no matter how much 
praise is heaped upon him, Jez believes himself inadequate. But today's creation is 
quite unlike the pieces he usually produces, such a change in direction for him that the 
achievement gives him an almost drug-like high. Painting Lex was a sensual, 
beautiful experience, and Jez feels he can't fail to create something just as beautiful 
from it. The colours, a representative manifestation of Lex's vibrant life, have 
transferred themselves into flawless digital perfection. Even to Jez's cynical eyes, her 
flagrant eroticism is nothing short of astounding, oozing onto the screen like runny 
honey. She writhes with pleasure, almost coming at the touch of his brushes on her 
body. Tomorrow he'll examine the stills he's made properly, decide how best to 
portray her reactions on canvas. Eventually, he hopes to produce a full-sized painting 
- Lex laying her wet-coloured body on white canvas - and he will probably keep it as 
his private masterpiece. But he also intends to create variations on her theme on 
several different canvases, which he believes will sell very well, along with copies of 
the video, which is a work of art in itself. 
Jez's smile twists then. Mercurial as ever, his euphoric bubble bursts and he 
becomes as despondent as he's ever been. Lex often says he's inherited his mother's 
manic-depressive mood swings, although Lex can't possibly understand what Lucia 
was all about. Lex never met her; she only knows Lucia through photographs and 
stories she's been told. And that she left Jez when he was five years old. 
Left him. That's what Lex likes to call it. Left him. She doesn't like to name his 
mother's death for the vile, selfish act it really was. Suicide. Slit wrists with razor 
blades in a bath that seemed as though it were filled with pure blood when Jez found 
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her. Slit wrists that gaped open like mocking grins, so that he could see the exposed 
mouths of the veins and arteries in her arms. The tendons that had supported her left 
hand were cut, so that it lolled like a five-petal flower head on a broken stem. He'll 
never forgive Lucia for that, for 'leaving' him. But he still remembers her with his 
own twisted version of love; even in death, she was the most exquisite thing he'd ever 
seen. 
"Fuck off, mother," he whispers now as he sees her naked ghost step toward him, 
arms extended to embrace him, the gashes in her wrists opening and closing like 
whispering fish mouths under water. "Just fuck off. You can't have me." He doesn't 
add the 'Yet' that wants to burst from his lips. IfLucia hears that, she might haunt him 
until he is forced to join her. 
Lex lives in constant fear that he'll follow Lucia in her cowardly way out, but 
much as Jez might threaten to do it in his lowest moments, he doubts he ever will. 
Death holds too many terrors for Jez ever to become the tragic artist who takes his 
own life. Besides, he couldn't do that to Lex, whom he's loved ever since their father 
moved her and Roisin into the house to replace his dead mother. Probably because she 
has always adored and worshipped him without reservation or question. And now a 
forbidden thought: Jesus, she's so fuckable. Flaunting herself for his benefit whenever 
she gets the chance. Like today, opening her body for him while he was painting her, 
inviting him in, arousing him. Yeah, he'd been tempted, all right; he'd wanted to give 
her what she craved. But he hadn't, and it was better that way. A rare unselfish act in a 
selfish, self-obsessed life. 
Jez can't deceive himself, no matter how he might deceive others. He is a user, 
pure and simple. Other people - except Lex - mean nothing to him. Getting his own 
way through them, even if he breaks their hearts and lives, means everything. And 
he's good at it too. Destruction is an effortless talent. He enjoys tearing people open, 
examining their pain like an ancient seer would examine an animal's entrails. 
Controlling them as long as he wants to, discarding them when he's bored, which he 
always is, eventually. Is it his fault that they let him do it? No. But he loves Lex too 
much to do the same to her, consciously anyway. If he gives her what she wants, 
she'll end up damaged. Well, more than she's already been damaged by their father, 
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whom Jez loathed - still loathes. No. Better that Lex goes on in her frustrated, 
forbidden lust than be destroyed. 
Jez swallows his miserable self-introspection and steps away from the mirror. He 
leaves his room and goes into the bathroom opposite. He needs to shower, get the 
paint off himself, while simultaneously washing away his sombre thoughts. In less 
than two hours he's meeting his latest conquest, although calling and cancelling seems 
a suddenly alluring option. Maybe he can just stay in, do some shit with Lex. But. ... 
No .... He still has a hard-on for her. He needs sex, and if he and Lex get stoned 
together, he might just forget his good intentions. He'll keep his date instead. Sex is 
guaranteed hassle-free that way. 
Stepping under the water - as cold as he can stand it, so cold he shudders - he 
begins to soap his body. It's a good body, lean and finely muscled despite his never 
working out, not too much body hair, except in the right places. Well endowed too. At 
least, so his numerous lovers tell him, and he knows, with no false vanity, that it's 
true. A deadly weapon, he thinks, gliding then stroking his lathered hands over it, 
watching it harden, teasing himself with mental pictures of Lex, her mouth open and 
gasping his name as his brushes sweep across her skin. Teasing himself until the need 
to come is almost unbearable, and then he stops, allows the ache to subside, finishes 
washing, and turns off the water. Drying himself with a soft towel, he goes through 
the same actions, leaving himself hard and aching with pent-up need. It's good to go 
out on a date all revved up and ready for action. The sexual tension will be almost 
unbearable tonight, and later, the act will be all the more intense and explosive. 
Later, when he's dressed - carelessly, in black T-shirt and black jeans to look as 
though he hasn't made too much effort - he goes downstairs to find Lex still curled up 
on the couch. She's awake now, childlike and vulnerable in her pyjamas. They're cute 
pyjamas with Snoopy and Woodstock playing on them, and Jez smiles, feeling an 
almost unbearable tenderness rush through him. She's watching some mindless 
television programme, one of the soaps she likes to immerse herself in. Escape from 
the real world, she calls it, and Jez can understand that because he knows the real 
world is thigh-deep in shit. A glass of red wine occupies one hand, a cigarette the 
other. There's an enormous chocolate bar on the side-table by the couch. Obviously, 
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she's going to have an evening of self-indulgence while he's having his. When he 
enters the room she looks up, smiles coldly, then goes back to her programme. 
Somehow, the quick glance makes him feel guilty. 
"I'm going out soon," he tells her. "You'll be okay on your own?" 
"I'm always on my own," she mutters. He recognises that tone; it goes well with 
the smile. She's still pissed with him for taking her so far earlier and then leaving her 
high and dry. High and wet. Ha. But that was hours ago. Jesus, she should have got 
over it by now. It was just one of his games. Doesn't she realise that? He goes to sit by 
her on the couch, takes the glass from her hand and gulps half the wine down. An 
excellent red from their father's cellar, so full-bodied it clings to the sides of the glass. 
Like blood. 
"One of the better vintages, I see," he remarks, handing her back the glass. "We 
won't be able to replace that now it's gone." Although he hates being on bad terms 
with her, he pretends to be slightly irritated so she can stay pissed off with him. It'll 
make going out easier if she's angry. 
"Wine's meant to be drunk, isn't it?" she replies coolly, still not looking at him, 
staring with determination at the television screen on which two characters are having 
a screaming fight. Art reflecting life, Jez thinks sourly. Maybe it isn't such an escape, 
after all. 
"Come on, Lexy," he says. He decides to drop his act and puts on his wheedling 
voice; he can't bear her to be angry with him. "Be nice." 
He sees her shrug, take a pull of her cigarette, a sip of the wine. 
"Don't see why I should." She glances pointedly at the clock on the wall opposite, 
then back at him. "I assume you have a date, all tarted up like that. You've even 
shaved." Ostentatiously, she sniffs the air. "Ooh, aftershave too. Who's the lucky 
girl ... boy?" 
Jez ignores this. Getting into a jealous fight with Lex is the last thing he needs, so 
he continues with his Mr Nice routine. 
"I want to know we're friends. I can't go out and leave you, knowing you're cross 
with me. Please, Lexy? Just a smile?" 
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He puts his fingers to her mouth and shapes it into a smile. Lex pushes him off, 
but a genuine smile forms on her mouth now, just a little one. She can't stay angry 
with him, just as he can't bring himself to antagonise her. Still, she doesn't look at 
him. Her eyes continue to stare at the TV, where the characters are still going at it 
hammer and tongs. Jez guesses they'll be in bed by the end of the programme. That's 
how soaps work, isn't it? Pain, then passion. Or the other way round. And sometimes 
together. 
"You sure you'll be okay?" he persists. 
"Piss off, Jez." But her voice is warmer now. "Have a good time." 
"Maybe," he replies. He levers himself off the falling-apart couch and drops a kiss 
on the top of her head. With a final look, he leaves. 
Outside, the snow has turned to icy slush under the passing feet of trampling 
people. Jez shivers as he makes his way to the tube, walking carefully, cursing under 
his breath as he tries not to slip and make a fool of himself. At Hammersmith station, 
he gets off the tube and goes to a wine bar down by the river, where he's arranged to 
meet his date. A long way to come, he thinks, imagining Lex all cosy in her Snoopy 
pyjamas, red wine warming her belly, chocolate melting in her mouth, safe from the 
cold. But he's here now, and he decides he'd better make the best of it. 
His date's already arrived, a pint of lager by his hand, hair reflecting silver in the 
dim light of the bar. For a second Jez stares without announcing himself, enjoying the 
vision of the pretty young boy, savouring his beauty. Jez won't consider anyone as a 
lover unless they're physically attractive. Maybe it's a shallow way of choosing a 
partner, but who cares? Not Jez. He doesn't want to love his lovers, doesn't even need 
to like them; he just wants to fuck them. This boy, Connor, is exceptional. That he's 
only sixteen, possibly still a virgin, is irrelevant to Jez. If he's decided to come out on 
a date with a man, he's old enough to know the score. 
Jez approaches Connor, lays a hand on his shoulder, feels a hint of the body 
beneath the boy's leather jacket. Connor looks round, then smiles, his full mouth 
curving, grey-green eyes showing his pleasure. 
"You're late," he observes. "But that's okay." 
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Jez says nothing; he's only fifteen minutes late, and he doesn't really care if it's 
'okay' or not. He orders a double brandy from the barman, pays for it, and takes a sip. 
"What d'you want to do?" he says, feeling the brandy warming him. "Have you 
eaten?" A meal's always a good start. Connor shakes his head. "You want to get 
something then? We can eat here, if you like. Or go somewhere else." An impulse 
overtakes, compels him. "There's a great little Italian place near me. Intimate." He 
looks hard at Connor, using the killer stare that always seduces; he sees the boy 
almost melt on the spot. 
"I don't mind," Connor says, husky with teenage lust. Jez nods. 
"Cmon then." He downs his brandy and waits impatiently while Connor drinks his 
lager. Then they go to the tube station, and Jez makes the journey for the second time 
in an hour. 
The restaurant's down a little side street only ten minutes' walk from the house. Jez 
doesn't really know why he's come here. Except, he does, deep down. He feels the 
urge to show Connor off to Lex. Make her jealous. It's another cruel game, but he 
can't seem to help playing it. Perhaps he'll destroy her after all, without even touching 
her. Perhaps he's irredeemable. 
Because Jez is a regular customer, he and Connor are given a good table set in a 
booth that cuts them off from the other diners. They sit opposite each other, perusing 
the menu, not talking much, and Jez finds himself becoming restless, bored. All he 
really wants to do is get good and drunk, take this little boy home and shag him 
senseless. But he has to play the game; acknowledging the niceties is part of it. When 
the waiter comes, Jez goes through the motions, ordering chicken cacciatore. Connor 
orders lasagne. They have a bottle of Chianti to begin with. The wine comes before 
the meal; they drink it down like it's water and order another bottle. Conversation 
begins to flow more easily. Connor talks about his love of art - he's in the first year of 
his Art A-Level - and gushes on about how wonderful he thinks it is that Jez is a 
professional, actually selling his stuff. Having such an enthusiastic fan-boy is a boost 
to Jez's ego, and while some might say his ego was more than big enough, Jez needs 
all the praise he can get, and sucks it up now like a sponge. 
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"Can I see your work?" Connor asks halfway through the meal, which he's eating 
with evident relish, while Jez only picks at his chicken. Looking up from his meal, Jez 
smiles, knowing that soon he can end this pretence and get this boy into bed, where he 
belongs. The sooner he shags him, the sooner he can be rid of him and his adolescent 
chatter. 
"Yeah. If you like. I did some stuff on my sister today. You'll meet her when we 
go back." 
"Right. Great." 
Connor doesn't sound that impressed; he's much too interested in Jez to care about 
a sister. He lights a cigarette and Jez suppresses a laugh. The boy thinks he's so grown 
up, smoking, drinking, going with men almost twice his age, but he's just playing at it. 
He knows nothing about real life; Jez can tell that by the naivety of his conversation, 
and the over-eager look in his eyes. This boy's just about pleasure; he doesn't know 
what pain is, yet. Probably doesn't even properly understand his own sexuality, 
experimenting with being gay, maybe. Or flirting with bisexuality. Well, that's okay, 
Jez has always been a sexual adventurer, doesn't care who he sleeps with as long as 
they're good looking and good at giving pleasure. He can't ever remember being like 
Connor, who seems so idealistic, so full of romantic ideas. Silly little kid. If he carries 
on picking up predators like Jez, he'll soon get those kicked out of him. Maybe 
literally. 
The meal's finished and they've got through the two bottles of wine. Jez feels 
agreeably drunk, just enough to heighten sensation. 
"You still want to come back with me?" he asks after he's paid for the meal and 
they're standing outside on the frigid street where it's begun to snow again. Give the 
boy a get-out clause before it's too late. But Connor nods eagerly. "You don't have to 
be home a certain time? Won't your mother wonder where you are?" 
Connor's expression becomes pained and angry. 
"No! I'm not a baby. I can do what I like. It's none of my mother's business." He 
glares at Jez defiantly. "She doesn't care ifI'm out overnight. She's used to it." 
Jez shrugs, then smiles. Leaning in close, he cups the fingers of his right hand 
under the boy's chin, looking deep into his eyes. 
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"Oh yeah?" he murmurs. 
"Yeah." 
"So she wouldn't mind if she knew her pretty little boy was out fucking men?" He 
runs the ball of his thumb across the full mouth. 
Connor doesn't reply to this, only breathes out deeply, mesmerised by his obvious 
desire to have Jez kiss him, touch him. But Jez pulls away, sees confusion and 
disappointment in the boy's eyes, and smiles inside, knowing that despite his apparent 
assurance, Connor is a novice in the game of seduction, which is lez's favourite game. 
Make them want him, more and more and more. Make him the object of greatest 
desire, more than anything they've ever wanted before. 
"C'mon, then," he says, letting up a little. "It's freezing out here. Let's go see 
Lexy." 
They walk along on frozen streets. Jez doesn't feel much like talking, but Connor's 
doing enough of that for both of them. Did Jez watch this programme? Does he like 
that song? What does Jez think about modern art and the direction it's taking? Connor 
apparently likes the unusual, the surrealistic. The grotesque. Smiling, Jez thinks that if 
Connor gets to see his work, he won't be disappointed. Then he wonders what the boy 
likes in bed, ifhe likes the unusual there too, or ifhe could be persuaded to. 
When they reach home, Connor's expression tells Jez that he's impressed with the 
size of the house and its location. 
"My father left it to Lex and me," Jez says in a flippant tone, ushering the boy 
inside. "But as you can see, we haven't done very much to it. It's a bit run down and 
we're not that well-off. Still, it's enough for us." 
He goes along the corridor to the lounge, where he'd left Lex drinking her wine 
and watching her television. She doesn't seem to have moved from the spot, but Jez 
sees that the wine bottle - the irreplaceable vintage Margaux - is empty, and she's 
drunk three-quarters of another too. The chocolate is gone, and the ashtray is 
brimming over with the grey and brown bodies of cigarettes that spill out onto the 
coffee table. Stale smoke hangs in the air like a funeral pall, and Jez wrinkles his 
nose. Lex seems to be semi-conscious; her posture is slumped, her head rests on her 
arms. Her breathing is that of the heavily drunk, deep and stertorous. Just what Jez 
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doesn't need; he wonders if she planned for him to find her like this just to spoil his 
evening. Although, he supposes, she couldn't have known he'd come home early. 
Heaving a sigh, Jez goes to her, kneels, ignoring Connor's obviously impatient tut. 
"Lex? Lexy? You all right?" He gives her a shake and she moans. A gust of wine­
and-smoke soured breath hits him in the face, and he almost reels back from the stink. 
"Lex, for Christ's sake!" Stupid bitch, getting herself in this state. And on the best 
wine they had too. But it seems that his anger gets through to her where concern 
didn't, because she half wakes then, opens unfocussed eyes beneath which deep black 
circles have formed like bruises. 
"Oh. You back?" Her voice is slurred and ugly. Jez feels any remnants of concern 
for her slip away. 
"No. You're hallucinating." He stands with an expression of disgust, and begins to 
walk away. As he does so, he hears her give another moan, deeper than before, urgent 
sounding. 
"Jez .... Don't.. .. Oh shit. Feel bad ... " 
All at once, she stands, makes a dash for the lounge door, slips on unsteady feet, 
falls heavily onto the carpet and begins retching violently. A great gush of fluid erupts 
from between her lips, and Jez hears Connor make an sound of revulsion. The sour 
stench of wine and the sweet reek of chocolate combined with stomach acid mingle 
with the haze of smoke, and the vomit looks like clotting, decaying blood. Jez is 
reminded - always, he's reminded - of his mother's suicide. Not again, he thinks, his 
memory overlaying his mother's dead body onto his sister's retching form. Ohfuck it, 
not again. 
He drops to his knees, feels warm liquid seep through the fabric of his jeans, and 
the scent close up is sharper, more cloying. Jez is hard put not to puke too. Bizarrely, 
the realisation that these jeans - his only expensive pair - might be ruined beyond 
repair hits him, and he bites back crazed laughter. Lex is an ugly sight, vomiting 
almost uncontrollably, crying, sobbing, her mouth hanging open, snot running from 
her nose. Finally, she stops, and forcing down his disgust, Jez holds her as she weeps 
in his arms, wiping her face ineffectively with his handkerchief. The vomit that covers 
Clutching Shadow 31 
her sinks into his T-shirt. Now that's ruined too, but Jez can't worry about his spoiled 
clothes, and tries to be practical. 
"Go and get some water," he barks at Connor, who's still standing in the doorway 
making no attempt to help. 
"What?" Connor says; he sounds affronted that Jez should try to involve him in 
this unsavoury affair. At the boy's tone, exasperation stirs up Jez's already agitated 
brain. 
"Water. You know what water is, right? You're not as stupid as you look, are you? 
Go and get me some fucking water. In a big glass. Got to make her drink." 
"I don't know where the kitchen is ... " 
"Just down the hallway, for fuck's sake! Hurry up!" He smoothes back Lex's hair, 
which is sweaty and stinks of puke. "Jesus, Lexy. All that Margaux, gone to waste." 
"Wasn't a waste," she mutters, only half coherent. "Got me drunk, didn't it?" 
"Could've got you dead if you'd choked, you silly bitch." A pause, then he adds 
spitefully: "I almost wish it had." 
She retches again, but she's brought up most of what she's consumed, and she only 
spits a little out onto the mess on the carpet. Jez supposes he'll have to clear it up, 
although he's tempted to leave it for Lex when she feels better. What's good for 
getting out red wine and chocolate? Fuck. He really doesn't need this. He only wanted 
to show off Connor to Lex, then have a shag. Serves him right for trying to make Lex 
jealous. And why was he doing that anyway? Because he's a nasty little shit. 
Connor's back with the glass of water, which he hands to Jez, who begins to feed it 
to Lex. She takes small sips, then bigger gUlps. Jez waits for her to bring it back up, 
but it stays put in her assaulted stomach. 
"C'mon," he says, hauling her up off the floor. "Let's put you to bed. Help me with 
her, Connor." 
"Do I have to?" The boy sounds sullen, and Jez's temper goes off like a flare. 
"You don't have to do anything," he snarls. "You can just piss off, if you want. I 
don't give a fuck either way." 
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He looks into Connor's face, knowing that he's just as devastating angry as he is 
when he's being seductive. Connor flushes, says nothing, but comes forward and 
helps him take Lex upstairs. 
Once upstairs, Jez deliberates where to put her. Not in his room, although he'd feel 
safer if she were there. But he might want to bring Connor back up here later. ... Oh 
shit, what's he thinking? Lex will have to stay in his room, and he'll have to sleep with 
her. Just so he can be sure she's okay. The amount she's put away, anything could 
happen. 
He helps her across the floor, to his bed, where he lays her half-conscious, floppy 
body. Jez knows he can't leave her like this, covered in sick. 
"C'mon Lexy, let's get these clothes off. Try and help." 
But she's like a rag doll as he undresses her; he has to bend her limbs out of her 
nightwear, until she's just wearing her knickers. As Jez tends to Lex, he's aware of 
Connor still standing in the doorway, staring and motionless. 
"I just have to get her something clean to wear," he says, but Connor shrugs 
resentfully, and makes no effort to move as Jez pushes past him and goes to Lex's 
bedroom. There he finds a strappy old T-shirt, which he then struggles to put on the 
apparently boneless Lex. As soon as he's finished, she curls up like a foetus and 
instantly falls asleep. Jez covers her and sighs, feeling exhausted. But he's only 
reciprocated Lex's numerous favours to him. 
He knows then that he's going to send Connor home. Shagging him with Lex in the 
bed next to them doesn't appeal, even to him. And the tnlth is, he just doesn't fancy 
Connor anymore. Suddenly, he's bored with the whole idea of him. 
"Look, I can't leave her," he says flatly. "You can see the state she's in. I don't 
think you can stay. Sorry." 
"What? You drag me all the way here, promise 1 can see your work and now, 
because your stupid sister's pissed, you tell me I have to leave?" 
Connor sounds distinctly unimpressed. Angry. Jez can't really blame him; if it 
were him, he'd feel the same. But Jez can't allow himself to feel sorry for Connor, and 
when the boy continues to protest, he becomes impatient again. 
"Yeah. You have to leave." 
-" ---~------ I 
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"Why?" 
Jez feels the familiar coldness settle inside him, as it always does when lovers 
become an irritation. 
"You have to fuck off, Connor. Okay?" Then, just in case Connor doesn't get the 
message: "I'm not interested in you and your stupid schoolboy talk. I only wanted to 
fuck you, and that's not going to happen now." A pause. "Can I make it any clearer?" 
Without waiting for the reply, he goes outside to the hall, picks up the phone and 
orders a cab. Then he goes back into his room, fishes around for some money, and 
shoves a ten pound note into Connor's curled, almost clenched fist. Taking the boy's 
arm, Jez propels him toward the door. 
"Cab's on its way," he says. Connor shakes his arm free of Jez's grasp. 
"Okay, okay." His face is contorted, that of a furious little beast. "You're too old 
for me anyway. I never really fancied you. I just felt sorry for you. Thanks for the 
tenner." 
Teary-eyed with frustrated anger and rejection, Connor flings himself away from 
Jez, and crashes down the stairs. A moment later, the front door slams. 
Sighing, Jez returns to his room, lies down next to Lex, and hopes to sleep. 
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FOUR 

After Connor has left, Jez strips off his clothes. The black T-shirt and vomit-stained 
jeans, now cold and stiff against him, faU to the wooden floor beside his bed, where 
he lets them lie. He supposes he should soak them overnight but it's late, and the 
night's events have tired him. Filling the bath is far too much bother. 
Naked, ignoring the chill on his bare skin, he goes to the window. The familiar 
depression has begun to settle over him again and he wants rid of it before it can 
suffocate him. Maybe some light will help. Grasping a heavy drape in each hand, he 
wrenches them apart, arms flung wide. Jez crucified. His body silhouettes against the 
invading gleam of the streetlamps as he looks at the street below. It's empty, apart 
from Connor, who paces the ice-rink pavement, still waiting for his cab to arrive. He 
looks small, like the child he is; the thin black shadow that trails after him seems 
incongruously tall. Connor has stuffed his hands in the pockets of his leather jacket, 
hunching himself against the freezing weather. From the look of the sky, there might 
be another snowfall before the night is very much older. 
Watching Connor, Jez supposes he should feel guilty about the way he treated him, 
but there's no emotion inside him. He hopes that Connor doesn't come back to the 
house in the expectation that maybe Jez will change his mind, or to make trouble. 
When the cab arrives, illuminating Connor starkly in its headlights, Jez exhales a sigh 
of relief. But it's not quite over yet. Before Connor gets into the taxi, he looks up 
toward the house, his face a white oval against the darkness, and stares right at Jez. 
Although he doesn't acknowledge him, the expression of hurt contempt on the boy's 
face is clearly visible. Then he gets into the taxi without another glance, and the 
vehicle pulls away. 
With Connor finally gone, Jez becomes aware of the frigid air on his skin - it must 
be below zero - and begins to shiver. He crosses the floor and gets into bed. The cold 
sheets beneath him are no comfort, and his shivering becomes a full-blown 
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shuddering. Lex is taking up too much of the duvet and Jez wonders bitterly why she 
always seems to hog the covers. Must be an innate feminine need for softness and 
comfort. Still, he doesn't want to disturb her by tugging the covers back in his own 
direction, so he gets out of bed again, tiptoes through the room, across the corridor 
into Lex's room and gets her duvet. It's thicker than his, stuffed with down, and smells 
faintly of her favourite perfume. When he wraps it around his body, it moulds itself 
around him, a Lex-surrogate instantly warming his skin. He re-enters his room, 
leaving the door open. When he gets back into bed, he feels encased in Lex's cocoon 
of heat, separate from the outside winter world. Separate from everything. Just as he's 
always been; never truly a part of anything real or solid. 
Encased in softness and scent, he closes his eyes, desperate for sleep. But despite 
his exhaustion and the snug fragrance of the duvet, his mind will not shut down. Like 
a faulty engine, it idles on, refusing to go anywhere specific or useful, but unwilling 
to switch off. Insomnia plagues Jez, the curse of his creative mind, which constantly 
generates pictures and scenarios, images and situations. Sometimes he'll take a 
downer, maybe with a slug of vodka. That knocks him out. Usually. The combination 
might even be the death of him one day, because sometimes he forgets what he's 
taken and when. But Jez has some of his best and darkest visions at night; he's learned 
not to fight them when they come. Submitting to their will is easier, and he decides 
not to take anything now. He will run through the wilderness and see where they take 
him. 
His thoughts aren't artistic tonight. At least, not directly. He thinks about Lex, 
lying still and warm beside him, blissfully oblivious of the trouble she's caused, and 
the fantastic images he's collected of her. Needing to look at her, he props himself up 
on his elbow so he can get a better view in the light provided by the streetlamps 
outside. His fidgeting doesn't disturb her, and he looks directly down onto her face. 
He knows its every feature intimately. Perfectly pale, like finest porcelain, with the 
same translucent quality. Full lips, parted as she breathes in and out in the rhythm of 
sleep, hold the promise of open-mouthed kisses and soft wet caresses. Jez pushes 
away this perilous imagery of her mouth, and forces his gaze downward, to travel 
across her shoulders, dOvVl1 her alabaster-white arms. In daylight, especially in 
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summer when she wears short-sleeved tops, the tracery of small veins beneath the 
skin can clearly be seen under the exposed skin of her inner arms, especially at the 
wrists, where they're close to the surface. 
No, don't think of that. That's entering even more dangerous territory. 
Better to think of the opalescent quality of Lex's skin, and how today, when she 
was naked before him, he saw similar little blue veins on her breasts, and longed to 
run his fingertips along their course. Think of how they remind him of rivers on a 
map, running down to the pale pink nipples that tip her small milky breasts, breasts 
that he has often wanted to touch, not with his brushes, but with his hands, his mouth. 
Even if he weren't secretly biased, he would describe her as almost perfect, with her 
hair flaming like a Beltane fire in the yellow-orange light. 
Lex moans and stirs. Jez jerks backward, wondering if his scrutiny has caused her 
to wake. But no, she's only shifting in her sleep. She rolls onto her back, exposing her 
upper chest with its knife-sharp clavicles; the tops of her breasts are just visible. Jez 
almost gives into the temptation to touch, but resists. No partaking of forbidden Lex 
fruit for him. Not even the smallest morsel. But still, he stares, concentrating again on 
her face, on her delicately sculpted features which hide the flaw festering beneath her 
external beauty. She is tainted, as he is. Rotted inside by their putrid childhood. 
Ice forms around Jez's heart so that even the heat inside the duvet cannot melt it, 
and he resumes his shuddering. His eyes move from Lex's face to the doorway, and 
for an instant he imagines that he sees a man silhouetted against the light. His father 
returned from the grave, decaying in mouldering burial clothes, to visit his much­
loved children. Not real. Just an illusion. But the illusion refuses to leave, and Jez sees 
his father smile, a terrible lipless leer of triumph, and he hears the words in his mind. 
Blacked-out eyes that writhe with unnatural life now fix on Lex and roam her body. 
Did you really think I'd lefi you, son? j'll never leave you. We're the same, you and I 
No matter how strenuously you try to deny it, we both know it's true. Jez is forced to 
remember, and the memory is more terrible still. 
He's fifteen years old again, and Lex, five years his junior, has been abandoned by 
her mother. It's been three months since Raisin left without a word or letter of 
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explanation, and Lex has been almost inconsolable. She hasn't attended school in 
days, refuses to eat, and spends much of her time in her room, crying over the battered 
plush toy dog - 'Doggy' - that Roisin bought her when she was very little. Sometimes 
Jez can hear Lex talking to Doggy as though it is Roisin, pleading with her to come 
back, that she'll be a good girl if Roisin will please return and love her. It just about 
breaks Jez's heart to see Lex's miserable regression, but there's not much he can do 
about it. He has his own problems. His father's incessant bullying and his own 
burgeoning attraction to boys as well as girls are constant causes for his inner turmoil. 
He wonders what his future holds, and sometimes, if he has a future at all. Maybe 
he'll end up like his mother, too cowardly to face life head-on. At least Lex knows 
that Roisin is still alive. She can take comfort from that, and will get over her pain in 
time. And this thought will recur to Jez throughout the years, when Lex whines about 
how she hates Roisin for what she did. Still, Jez can understand her sense of betrayal; 
betrayal is the one thing about their missing mothers that they have in common. Apart 
from the fact that both women were married to their father, and that he drove them 
away. 
James hasn't said much about Roisin's departure. Instead, he has locked himself 
into his work at a prestigious London university, where he is a senior lecturer in the 
English department. James has always been a perfectionist, but since Roisin left, he 
has driven himself to insane levels, while his hatred of women has detonated into a 
mushroom cloud of loathing. Jez has heard his father drunkenly describe women to 
his misogynistic bachelor friends - in private drinking sessions at home - as 'faithless 
whores," and "rotten bitches". Sometimes James invites Jez to join these bitching 
sessions, no doubt hoping to corrupt him, but Jez always declines. Even at his young 
age, he knows he is already too flawed; hanging around his father and his friends will 
scar him irrevocably. 
Jez often wonders how James behaves at work, and decides that he's probably 
different there, putting on an urbane front to fool them all. Certainly, he brings 
women home on a regular basis, always much younger women, and on the surface, is 
devastatingly charming. It's an act that always gets them into bed; an act, Jez 
supposes, that deceived his own mother, and Roisin too. Sometimes, Jez hears his 
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father fucking the women. While it disgusts him, it arouses him too, and he knows 
that his father is managing to corrupt him anyway. Naturally, these women never last 
long - two or three nights at most. Sometimes there are violent arguments, and after 
these usually drunken sessions, James warns Jez never to get involved with a woman, 
except to fuck them. 
"Don't get married," he tells him. "The bitches will screw you over every time." 
And Jez nods quietly, having already made up his mind that he'll never marry, 
because from what he's seen, it never ends happily ever after. Marriage, he believes, 
is imprisonment, a tie that he will never bind himself with. And besides, there is too 
much of his father in Jez's personality for him to want to inflict it on someone else. 
Despite his despicable misuse of the women he brings home, James seems to have 
one saving grace: he has been very solicitous of Lex since Roisin left. Sometimes, he 
joins her in her bedroom, bringing her little gifts, or chocolate, or else they sit in the 
study, Lex on James's lap, hugging Doggy to her chest. Jez sometimes hears James 
whispering words of solace to her, and feels a grudging respect for his father. 
Although he knows he will never like the man, he wonders if maybe James isn't so 
bad after all. 
Now, lying in his single bed, fifteen year old Jez can hear Lex sobbing down the 
hall. Her cries carry to his ears, making his brain crawl inside his skull. His instinct is 
to go and comfort her, and obeying this instinct he gets out of bed, pulls on a pair of 
boxer shorts, and opens the door of his room. But before he can go into the hallway, 
he sees their father's door open. James comes out and goes into Lex's room. Jez finds 
himself somewhat relieved. Lex's weeping, while perfectly understandable, perfectly 
right, always make Jez feel helpless. He knows enough about grief to realise how 
onlookers witnessing its catastrophic effects are rendered useless to its sufferer. When 
his mother... died, he had cried and suffered nightmares - still does - and nothing 
could make it better. Not that James had tried to help his son; he was consumed with 
bitterness at Lucia's suicidal treachery. Lex will learn to cope with her own loss. If 
she is to survive, she must. 
Jez is thirsty now. Knowing that he won't sleep unless he has a drink, he creeps 
along the hallway and tiptoes down the stairs, not wanting to disturb Lex or their 
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father. His thirst slaked, he creeps back upstairs, and sees that Lex's door is still 
closed, and that the door to their father's room is still open. He thinks that Lex is 
taking a long time to calm down tonight, although he can't hear any sobbing now. But 
he can hear something. 
Intrigued, he stands outside the door listening. He hears the deep timbre of his 
father's voice quietly murmuring words that pierce Jez's ears like a siren. 
"Come now, Alexandra. That's a good girl. Like that. Yes. Like that. Mmm... " 
Jez tries to tell himself that his father is merely trying to comfort Lex, that his 
words are simply those of a loving and concerned parent. But it doesn't feel right. Jez 
hears something else in his father's voice, something that sounds a little breathless, 
lending it a slightly urgent cadence. 
"Yes, Alexandra. Daddy loves you. Let me show you how I love you." 
And Lex's voice, small yet discernible. 
"Don't hurt me, daddy. Not like you did before." 
"No. Not like before." Brief silence; the breathing becomes more rapid. "And it 
won't be so bad next time." 
Jez hears his father breathe out in a sharp gasp, and the exhalation turns into a 
moan. Jez's body suddenly feels electric. Now his skin crawls all over his body and 
the little hairs on his arms and legs stand on end; his insides feel tight and achy. 
Instinct, dark and dreadful, tells him that this isn't Lex receiving comfort. This is 
something else. This is something much more basic. Much more base. 
There's an empty keyhole in the door. Shaking, knowing that it's wrong, almost as 
wrong as the abuse that Jez believes might be happening on the other side of the door, 
he bends so that his eye is level with the hole. 
Lex's bed is directly opposite the door so Jez has a perfect view, although when he 
sees what's happening on it, he wishes he hadn't. The lights in Lex's room are all on. 
Under their harsh illumination, James's nakedness stabs Jez's eyes, rendering him 
temporarily blind. tIe is not seeing this; he can't be seeing this. So why is he seeing it, 
if he's blind, and this is impossible? Why is Jez seeing his father's unclothed body, 
with its thick grey-flecked pelt of hair? And why, oh God, why is he seeing his 
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father's penis, which rears, red and angry from its pubic bush, a spear eager to 
penetrate innocent child-flesh? 
Jez knows he should do something - anything - to stop this going further, but he's 
rooted to the spot by sheer horror. And worse, so much worse, by the beginnings of 
the familiar voyeuristic arousal he feels when he hears his father fucking. 
Lex is still clothed in her pyjamas but their father is touching her through the thin 
fabric. Now he undoes the buttons of her pyjama top and slides his hands inside. Jez 
sees the movement of the hands as they roam around Lex's chest, and Lex sits, 
acquiescent, quiet, and allows her father to touch her as though it's the most natural 
thing for a father to do to his daughter. When James removes her top, Lex pulls out 
her arms without a murmur, and it's obvious now to Jez that this has been going on 
for some time, that it's a regular occurrence. How long? he wonders, unable to 
remove his stare from Lex's now naked chest with its tiny breast-buds and nipples, 
which, although still immature, are hard as James bends his head to them and begins 
to suckle as though he is the child, not she. When James slips his hand inside Lex's 
pyjama bottoms, and she moans -which Jez thinks is more from shame than any kind 
of pleasure - Jez feels his heart catch in his throat, and his arousal, mingled with gut­
churning shame, intensifies. 
Ohjuck, ohfuck, I can't watch him do this, not to Lexy. I have to stop it ... 
But he doesn't stop it, and he doesn't telephone the police, or the social services, 
although he guesses he should. Instead, he continues to watch. He sees James take 
Lex's hand and push it down onto his penis, covering her hand with his, making her 
masturbate him. His breathing now is harsh and rapid, the hand inside the pyjama 
bottoms moves in an in-and-out motion, and Lex is crying softly, saying that when he 
puts his fingers inside her, it hurts. 
"Soon it'll feel nice. When you're a bit older." James's voice grates, and he thrusts 
himself harder against her hand, still mouthing at her pre-pubescent breasts. "Don't 
cry or Jez'll hear, and he'll tell, and then they'll come and take you away from me, 
and it'll be all. .. your. .. fault for making me do this to you. And ... Oh Jesus ... Oh 
Jesus ... " 
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It sounds now as though James is weeping along with Lex, but Jez knows that it's 
not sorrow but lust out of control that's causing the sound, causing the spastic jerking 
of his body, and the spurting of white semen from the unseeing eye of his penis. And 
to his shame and absolute revulsion, as his father orgasms, Jez feels his own body lose 
control and hot fluid floods the front of his shorts, a disgusting sticky mess that makes 
him as twisted and warped as his father. 
An urge to vomit overcomes him but he stifles it and moves backward, away from 
the door and the room beyond with its terrible secret, which is his secret now, his 
perversion now. The stickiness inside his shorts feels like cold runny jelly and he 
knows he has to get to the shower quickly; has to try and cleanse himself. But he will 
never be cleansed of this. Not inside. The sight of his sister being violated by their 
father and his explosive reaction to it will fester alongside his growing desire for boys 
and the slow freezing of his soul. He will keep quiet, and Lex will continue to suffer. 
Here is the bathroom door. Jez opens it, making as much noise as he can, and 
slams it shut. This way, he can at least stop anything else from happening in Lex's 
bedroom, although he supposes it's too late now, because the worst has already 
happened. Just before he turns on the water, he hears Lex's door open, and the soft 
padding offeet across the hallway, and then the sound of his father's door closing. 
He strips off his shorts, grimacing at the wet patch. Averting his eyes from the tell­
tale evidence of his own corruption, he goes to the sink, opens the hot tap full on and 
shoves the shorts under the water, which soon begins to steam. Vigorously, he rubs 
the fabric on itself and the damning ejaculate is obliterated. Now he turns toward the 
shower cubicle, steps inside and turns the water on again, as hot as he can bear it. He 
scrubs his body thoroughly, especially his treacherous penis, trying not to think about 
what he's witnessed, because he's afraid that he'll become turned-on again, that he'll 
see his ten year old sister as a sex-toy, just as his father does. 
When his skin is scrubbed and red, he almost flays himself with a towel until his 
skin throbs with pain, then he wraps the towel around his waist, and goes back to his 
bedroom. Sudden tears fill his eyes, and without warning, he begins to sob. 
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"Ah, Lexy," he murmurs now, his eyes still fixed on her sleeping face, faintly 
surprised that his too-close scrutiny hasn't woken her. The alcohol that remains in her 
bloodstream must be keeping her under, submerging her in whatever dreamscape 
she's visiting tonight. Gently, he reaches out to touch her cheek, and although she 
sighs, she remains asleep. Jez remains entranced by her, but more than that, he is 
repulsed by the memories he's just relived. He'd almost forgotten about the night he'd 
seen his father abuse her. How could he have forgotten something so terrible? And 
yet... His reaction to the recall is worse still. He's hard. Hard as he was that night 
when he became Peeping Jez. I'm sick. And even as the words flash like black neon in 
his brain, he reaches out and strokes her cheek again. Soft. Soft like peach-skin. 
Now she moans and shifts position a little. Jez pulls away at once, realising how 
low he's hanging over her. Surely this time she must wake? Please wake, Lexy. But 
still she sleeps on, although her movement serves to further push back the covers from 
her body. Jez is confronted with the close proximity of his sister's semi-nakedness. 
Under the light of the streetlamps, his eyes delineate the curve of her breasts, and he 
remembers her naked form covered in riotous colour just hours earlier, and how she'd 
reacted to the touch of paint and brush. How she'd looked at him, daring him to take it 
further. This is more intimate still; he has once again become a voyeur in her 
unwitting exhibition. The soft fabric of the vest has moulded against her chest, and 
her nipples, hard like berries in reaction to the chill, press it outward. Jez finds his 
eyes fixed on them; no matter how much he knows he should, he can neither look 
away nor close them. 
All at once, Jez can't bear it any longer. The sexual tension, brewing all day like 
fermenting fruit, becomes insufferable. All his high-minded intentions of protecting 
Lex from herself are pushed aside, and he forgets that he's promised himself he'll 
never touch her. Forgets that if he crosses that line, there can be no going back. If he 
takes this step, they are both finished. He will become monstrous, his father reborn. 
But he's not thinking with any part of his brain now and the black neon sign has 
faded. Flesh, his father's flesh, which has filled and hardened with his father's bad 
blood rules him. 
We're the same, you and 1 ... 
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As though watching from a distance, he sees his right hand reach out of the duvet, 
out and across to gently, almost imperceptibly, cup Lex's left breast. Beneath his skin 
her flesh is soft and moulds to his hand, contrasting with the rigidity of her nipple that 
rises up into the centre of his palm like a mountain peak. Stealthily, his hand moves 
across the fabric that covers her, ready to withdraw at once should she wake. But Lex 
doesn't wake, although she sighs again in her sleep and a dreamy mewling noise 
sounds in the back of her throat. But this is okay, Jez persuades himself. This isn't 
dangerous. She doesn't know, and if she's feeling it, she'll think it's part of a dream. 
Probably, she won't even remember it when she wakes. No harm done. This isn't 
even real to him. 
His unreal hand slides inside the loose vest-top. Lex's skin is as smooth as he's 
imagined it, delicate and pliable, warm and welcoming. There's another brief flash of 
memory, their father's hand sliding inside little Lex's pyjama top. His voice again. 
Yes, Alexandra. Daddy loves you. Let me show you how I love you. And then it goes, 
fleeing before Jez's own unchained need. He tugs the vest down a little with his other 
hand, baring one of her breasts. He finds his thumb circling around her nipple, feeling 
the rough texture, the eager tension, and almost unknowing, he drops a hand to his 
groin, encircles the hardness that refuses to soften, that feels as though it will burst his 
skin, as though all the blood in his body is pooled there, painful in its rigidity. In the 
tiny part of his brain that isn't fogged by this appalling desire, he wonders what would 
happen should she wake. The answer only arouses him more. Lex would receive him. 
She would pull him into her. Warm, wet cavern, eager to have him tunnel its depths. 
Surely, she must wake. 
Lexy, please wake ... 
But she doesn't. The alcohol continues to hold her down just under the surface of 
consciousness, leaving Jez free to rape her upper body with his questing fingers. Or 
perhaps she's just feigning sleep, remaining quiescent and silent so that his hands will 
continue their wandering. 
Jesus ... 
Certainly, her breathing has changed; it has become a rapid pant; her skin is 
warming under his fingertips. Jez finds himself pushing away the remaining duvet 
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that covers him and bends to taste her with his mouth, his tongue. The skin at the base 
of her throat tastes vaguely of sweat and he can still smell vomit on her, but even that 
doesn't repel him. Nothing could, now. His mouth drops to her exposed breast, 
sucking gently at the nipple; the faint copper tang floods his taste buds. As he licks at 
her and pulls at himself, as he loses himself deeper and deeper in sheer sensation, the 
copper tang becomes scent. Blood scent, heavy and cloying. Lucia in her last bath. 
Leaking blood from grinning wrists. White breasts with scarlet nipples in crimson 
water. Black pubic hair floating. Corpse-hair. Beautiful corpse. 
Ah. Christ. 
Lex and Lucia becoming intertwined in his fevered brain. Mother-sister. 
So fucking sick. 
But it doesn't matter anymore, because he's out of control. His grasping fist pulls 
harder, he's almost sobbing against Lex's fast rising breasts. He wants to touch her 
inside, to be inside her, and he knows it's going to happen and ... 
Lex's body shudders, convulses. Jez comes a second later, semen pulsing out of 
him like blood from a severed artery, unable to stop, just as he was unable to stop 
when he'd watched their father come in Lex's childish hand. 
Revolted by what he's done, Jez moves back. Lex's orgasm - what else could that 
shuddering have been? - doesn't appear to have woken her, but she stirs, turns on her 
side, and curls up like a cat. Her breathing settles into a deep sleep rhythm again. Jez 
hunches back inside the duvet, looking at her. After a moment, his eyes fill with 
unshed tears, which he blinks back; he forces himself to become cold and dead inside. 
Eventually, still upright and uncomfortable, he falls asleep, but his sleep is full of 
dreams of his dead father and suicide-mother fucking him, and when he wakes, he 
feels that he never wants to sleep again. 
He's just about to get up, to shower away the evidence, when Lex wakes. Her eyes 
are blurry, slightly reddened around the rims. 
"Jesus, I feel like shit," she mutters. She smiles, her lips as pale as her face. "Did 
you stay with me all night?" 
Jez can't look at her. 
"Yeah." 
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"Isn't that my duvet?" 
"Yeah. I was cold. I borrowed it. Hope you don't mind." 
Automatic answers in an automated voice. Lex shakes her head. 
"Course not." A pause. "Is your boyfriend still here?" 
"Sent him home." Jez gets out of bed, her duvet wrapped around him, a shield 
against the cold, hiding the sticky guilt on his skin. "D'you want a coffee?" 
Lex grimaces then nods. 
"You're so good to me, Jez," she murmurs, closing her eyes again, but not before 
he sees something furtive surface in them, and the faint smile on her lips is vaguely 
smug, which makes him wonder again ifshe had really been asleep while he ... 
Abruptly, he leaves the room, knowing that no part of him is good, and that Lex, 
sleeping or waking, real or fake, has finally chased away whatever semblance of 
virtue he might have once had. 
I 
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The rest of the weekend passes. On Sunday I have a massive hangover, complete with I 
a thudding headache and an unpleasant acid-pool stagnating in my stomach. Adding 
to my misery, Jez keeps away, holing himself up in his basement for hours on end so I 
barely see him. I wonder why he's avoiding me, why he can't seem to meet my eyes. 
Why he answers anything I say in curt monosyllables, or worse, doesn't answer at all. 
But a vague notion of why he's behaving this way lurks in the back of my mind, 
although I'm unsure whether the memory is real or the after-images of a dream. How 
he touched me. How he kissed my skin. How he suckled at me. How he made me 
come. Dream or real, I daren't broach the subject; either way I can't win. If it's false, 
he'll tell me not to be so stupid. If it's true, he'll refuse to discuss it, just as he's 
refusing to discuss everything else. So I keep silent, and Jez keeps his distance. 
Since he painted me, I can think of little else but him. Maybe that shows, maybe 
that unsettles him. I can't tell from his closed attitude, and although he hides it well, 
he seems to be fighting an internal battle with his emotions, leading me to hope that 
maybe the other night was real after all. Why else would he appear so conflicted? And 
the thought returns: if two people love each other, want each other, why is it wrong to 
succumb, just because of the link of blood? My mind churns constantly in a 
wondering state of tension, desperate for him to relieve my uncertainty. Desperate for 
him to tell me that he loves me, as I love him. But of course, he never does. 
On Monday morning I go to work as usual, feeling a sense of relief to be getting 
away from the house. My mind will be forced to occupy itself with not-Jez things, 
because whatever the truth of the matter, something has changed between him and 
me. When I arrive at the shop, I see through the window that Laurence is there 
already, checking till receipts. The sight of him is reassuring. While Laurence is my 
friend there's some normality to my life. When I bang on the door, he lets me in, 
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smiling in welcome and pleased to see me. He then proceeds to fuss like a maiden 
aunt. 
"Are you all right, Lex?" "Should you be working, Lex?" "Are you sure you don't 
need another couple of days, Lex?" And so on and on. 
He's almost too solicitous, but after Jez's coolness it's as refreshing as it is 
cloying, and I lap up the attention eagerly. Laurence is so good to me, one of that 
dying breed, an old-fashioned gentleman. He always opens doors, always steps back 
to let a woman go first, and is always respectful. He's discreet too; he'd never dream 
of asking inappropriate questions about my personal life, or talking about his own. If 
indeed he has one. In the two years I've worked with him, I've never seen him with a 
lover, nor has he ever mentioned having one. All I know is that he's never been 
married. 
It remains unspoken, but Laurence is in love with me. I can tell by the way he 
looks at me with a misty softness in his eyes, by the way he smiles. If I would only 
allow it, he would court me - a quaint notion. There would be no rushing into sex, no 
pressure. He would take it slowly, the kind of man who woos a lover before he beds 
them. But he's never pushed his attentions on me, and never will. Just as well; I 
couldn't imagine having him as a lover. His relentless kindness would eventually 
make me despise him. Besides, he's so much older than me. 
"Are you sure you're quite all right to work?" Laurence queries yet again, all but 
laying a hand against my forehead. Guilt at his tenderness hits me. Resolving to work 
extra hard for a few days, I mutter that I'm fine. Satisfied that I'm not about to die of 
some tragic illness, he gives me a wide smile that makes him look younger than his 
forty-eight years. "I've got something that might interest you. Came in on Friday. 
Come on. There's half an hour left before we open, and if it if takes any longer, well, 
we'll just open later." 
Intrigued, I follow Laurence to the back of the shop, then down to the basement 
where we keep the stock we haven't yet displayed, or which hasn't sold. The 
basement's very cluttered and has become chaotic. I decide that I'll have to start 
putting the books into some kind of workable order. Laurence isn't the world's best 
organiser, and doesn't seem to mind that everything down here's such a mess. As part 
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of my guilt-relieving campaign, I'll stay behind after work for a few nights to sort it 
out. But for now, I indulge his excitement. 
"Look," he says, picking up a leather bound volume and handing it to me. I tum it 
over in my hand, feeling the leather, seeing the tiny cracks in its surface where it's 
aged, running my fingertips over the embossed gold lettering, hearing Laurence tell 
me what it is, even as I read the title. "A collection of Andersen's fairy tales," he says, 
watching my hands caress the book, which I haven't opened yet, savouring the 
anticipation of discovering something beautiful. "It's a 1911 edition," Laurence 
continues with an indulgent smile as I hold the volume up to my nose and inhale its 
scent, because I love the smell of old leather and old books and the combination of 
both is impossible to resist. "Complete with illustrations by Edmund Dulac. It's quite 
rare, Lex. And I thought you'd like to see it first. I haven't even looked at it properly. 
I thought that honour should be yours." 
How well he knows my love of old books and fairy tales. And how he panders to 
both whenever he can, tempting me with paper and words. Shame overwhelms me as 
I hold the volume in my hands. Whatever Laurence thinks, I know that I really don't 
deserve this. My eyes fill with sudden tears, and I force them back, feeling stupid for 
being so over-emotional. Then I remind myself that he's only letting me look at the 
book, not giving it to me as a love token, and I feel a little better. 
"Thanks, Laurence," I squeeze his arm; the pale eyes behind his steel-rimmed 
frames light up, pleased at my pleasure. 
''I'll leave you alone to look at it." He turns to leave, then turns back. "1 wish I 
could afford to give it to you, but. .. " 
"Don't be silly." Embarrassed, I interrupt his flow of words. "This'll make you a 
good bit, won't it?" 
"Yes." He nods. "Yes, it wilL I think I already know someone who'll be interested. 
But enjoy reading it for now. Take your time." 
He leaves me alone with the book, and I tum to the contents page. A fine 
collection of stories; Dulac's illustrations, as I'd expected, are wonderfully drawn. 
Among the stories is The Snow Queen. I tum to the page and as I begin to read, I 
remember that when I was a little girl, my mother - Roisin - used to tell me lots of 
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fairy stories. Of course, I favoured the romantic ones. Cinderella. Briar Rose. Snow 
White. Rapunzel. I wished that a prince of my own would come along and release me 
from the stormy turmoil of my family life. Even then, we weren't a happy family. 
When I thought of my prince, he always looked like Jez. Jez's face. Jez's hair. 
Jez's grey eyes. Before I was tainted by sex and pain and punishment, I loved him 
innocently, as an ideal maid should love her ideal knight. 
The story of The Snow Queen frightened me with its demon mirror and sharp 
splinters of ice. Roisin would tell it to me, always in winter at night, using different 
voices for the characters. But when she pretended to be the Snow Queen, it was as 
though she wasn't acting at all. Then she was just Mummy, and I was always a little 
disappointed that she didn't put more effort into it. But I know now that Roisin didn't 
need to act when she spoke the Snow Queen's voice. Coldness was natural to her. Or 
at least, it became so. 
For many nights after she first told me the story, I dreamed about the demon's 
mirror shattering. In the dream, shards of ice-glass lodged in my own heart, spreading 
outward so that my blood gradually froze, and r became a statue of ice. Eventually, 
when r was all frozen and hard, r blew apart into a million pieces and pierced 
everyone around me, until eventually the whole world was made of ice. 
r was terrified that the dream would come true, that maybe the ice plague would 
spread. Sometimes r thought it had, because as well as Roisin's coldness, there was 
Jez's to contend with. He was often cool and distant, even when he was laughing and 
joking about, as though he didn't really belong anywhere. Maybe our father, who was 
the coldest of them all, was really the demon who owned the mirror, hoping to tum 
the world into an icy hell. Even in summer, our home seemed freezing inside. 
r hadn't heard then the much darker fairy story of how Lucia had killed herself, 
that Jez had found her floating in blood-crimson bathwater, and that he was as scarred 
by it as if he'd opened his own wrists with razor-blades. I didn't know how it affected 
everyone inside the house, or that Lucia was the evil Queen who lived here, a ghost 
who would not allow herself to be exorcised. I didn't know that my childish thoughts 
about my demon-father were right. Whole, his magic mirror reflected his badness 
outward and into us. 
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All I knew then was that I wanted our family to be happy together, and that the ice 
that froze us might melt. If I cared enough we would all live happily ever after. I 
wished for that so hard. 
But life is not a fairy tale, and wishes are seldom granted. As I grew up, and Roisin 
became increasingly miserable with our father, increasingly lost to me, I began to 
abandon that hope. Our father hit Roisin, swore at her, said things that a daughter 
should never hear about her mother. He got drunk a lot too. Sometimes in the 
evenings, he would drink almost a bottle of vodka while marking students' work. We 
would hear him muttering from his study about 'stupid people' who shouldn't have 
been allowed into university, and that they'd be better off serving burgers in 
McDonald's. How they were murdering the English Language, how the classics he so 
loved were being replaced with' garbage'. I was always glad he wasn't my teacher. It 
was my father who put me off higher education, the reason why I never wanted to go 
to university. What if the lecturers were all like him? 
When he'd finished his tirades, he would retire to the lounge and drink more. 
That's when the fun really started. Frightened, I would run and find Jez, and we 
would sit at the top of the stairs, listening to his drunken rants and the furious 
arguments he would provoke with Roisin. According to him, she was a brainless 
bitch. If she only opened her brain as often as she opened her legs, he would scream at 
her, she might be halfway intelligent. He didn't know why he put up with her fucking 
around. Because of her, he was the laughing stock at the university. And so on. And 
on. And on. Paranoid nonsense. And she would scream back, flinging his drunkenness 
at him, how useless he was in bed, how he was less than a man. If he'd been made a 
laughing stock, it was because he'd done it to himself. 
During these times, I would cling onto Jez, terrified and not understanding, only 
knowing that something bad was happening. Jez would mutter that our father was a 
bastard, a bully, and that he hated him. That one day, he would kill him. And 
sometimes I wished he would, just so we could be free. 
The hatred that lived in Jez grew huge, corrupting him with bitterness. Inevitably, I 
was corrupted too. With every tear that fell from Roisin's blacked eyes, with every 
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slap that sounded on her skin, and with every derogatory word, and every battle of the 
marital war, the corruption grew. To this day, neither of us has ever been cleansed. 
The filth is ingrained too deep to be washed away. It has become part of us both and I 
wonder if we could live without it. 
But we coped. Children are resilient, so they say. But it wasn't necessarily 
resilience that kept us going, it was fear that if we tried to stop it we'd end up even 
more hurt, maybe even dead. Sometimes my father was nice to us, and that was even 
worse than the abuse because it made hope flare again, only to fade the next day, 
hour, minute, second, when he laid into us again. 
When Roisin left and I became his daughter-wife, he was nicer to me, and this was 
worse than anything else. If I pleased him sexually he would buy me gifts. New 
underwear, too old for me by far, whorish red and black lace, silk, or sometimes 
virginal white cotton with pretty pink bows. When he forced the first, reluctant 
orgasm out of me when I was twelve, he gave me a pair of tiny diamond studs for my 
ears, which I threw down a drain the day he died. I will never wear diamonds again. 
With every little 'kindness' he bestowed on me, the ice melted a little, and I would feel 
warm for a short while. Eventually, to get the warm feeling as often as possible, I 
devoted my young life to pleasing him, and worshipped the demon, while Jez, the 
demon's son, was evolving into a dark angel who began his rebellion against our 
father. The danger, the insurgence, the fall that followed, was irresistible and 
inevitable. 
On the surface, Jez has always been better able than I to protect himself. He 
loathed our father, but he has become James in so many ways, and although he never 
says as much, I believe that he hates himself too. But Jez's cruelty doesn't always 
appear to be studied or planned. I believe that it's unconscious and natural, the only 
way he knows how to live. I have to believe that, or what else is left for me to believe 
in? And just as I spent my early life trying to please my father, so now everything I do 
is designed to get Jez to notice that I exist. Just so I can continue to believe. 
Perhaps I should have therapy. Sometimes I think about it. After all, it's seen as the 
way to solve every problem. Everyone does it. And maybe it would help. Maybe the 
Clutching Shadow 52 
pain could be talked away. But it might leave me empty oflove for Jez. And if! stop 
feeling that, I might as well be dead. 
It's amazing, the thoughts a story can evoke, the memories it can set free. By the 
time I've finished reading and reminiscing, I'm horrified to find I've begun to cry. 
Maybe I shouldn't have read the story again; it's let loose too many memories, 
awakened too many sleeping monsters. But it's done now, and I close the book and 
lay it on the table. I wipe my eyes, and with a final caress of the book's leather-bound 
cover, go upstairs to the shop. 
Laurence and I spend the morning talking about the book, and then we tidy the 
shop. We drink endless cups of coffee, and at lunch time Laurence closes up. He goes 
for some lunch and I go shopping in Oxford Street but I don't buy anything. The rest 
of the day drags. Sometimes we don't get many customers. I suppose that's to be 
expected in a shop like ours. Laurence doesn't mind. He told me once that like Jez 
and me, he has an inherited income, and the shop's more like a hobby for him. He's 
happy if it ticks over at a small profit. Sometimes I envy him his apparently simple 
life. Laurence has no ties, tries to see everyone in a positive light, and maintains an 
optimistic attitude that I suppose sees him through ifhe's ever lonely. 
By the time the day's finished, I'm exhausted from doing nothing and want to 
sleep. But going home to face Jez and his sullen absence doesn't appeal. When 
Laurence asks me if I'd like to go for a drink with him, I say yes at once. It's not as 
though it's a date; we've been out for lots of drinks together. 
We go to a little pub round the corner, holding onto each other on the slushy 
pavements, me giggling like a child and clinging to his ann, while he puts the other 
around my waist to steady me. The pub is small and snug, always full of city workers 
who seem to like the ambience of the rather over-crowded bar that's crammed with 
original Victoriana: stuffed birds in glass cabinets, dusty peacock feathers in vases 
with dried flowers. That kind of thing. The windows are gaudy stained glass that 
glints colourfully in the half-light of over-frilled lamps. It's a celebration of bad taste, 
but the atmosphere is always welcoming, even if it is noisy and smoky. 
We manage to find a small table free at the back of the bar. I ask for a mineral 
water, but am persuaded to have a gin and tonic. I don't protest too much. Although 
I 
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I'd vowed to abstain from alcohol after the other night, I need it now. When Laurence 
brings it to me, I gulp back half the drink in one go, savouring its cold sharpness. 
"Are you quite certain you're all right, Lex?" Laurence enquires, the maiden aunt 
back in evidence. I nod, but I'm aware of not meeting his eyes, of hoping he won't 
pursue it because I feel ready to crack. But Laurence doesn't want to let it lie, and 
uncharacteristically, he pushes it. 
"I hope that brother of yours isn't playing up?" he asks. I try not to flinch, because 
i i 
with unerring accuracy, he finds my weak spot. When I look at him, I see the usual 
mix of fascination and disapproval that clouds his eyes whenever lez's name crops 
up. Or, as in this case, is brought up. By him. Naturally, Laurence knows nothing 
about my non-sisterly love for Jez, but he's met him a few times and finds him 
disturbing. Jez is the only person I know who can rattle Laurence, and Jez, sensing 
this, deliberately behaves badly, a naughty child screaming for attention. On the few 
occasions he's visited the shop, he's examined the books and loudly declaimed them 
as 'old tat' purely for Laurence's benefit because he's jealous that someone else might 
have some of my attention. And when he does this, he looks to me, noting the effect 
he's having and seems pleased ifI'm angry. 
Anyway, I find it difficult to answer Laurence's unwelcome question. How do I 
answer without incriminating myself? Well, I'm used to keeping secrets. So I just 
shrug, which on reflection is the worst thing I can do. 
"You know," Laurence says, "1 really don't think your living with him does you 
any good. Have you ever thought of selling up and splitting the proceeds?" 
My heart thuds painfully. Why has Laurence decided to push this now? And he's 
pushing hard too, and I'm so unused to it that I can't handle it. 
"We can't sell," I remind him, playing with the stem of my glass, unable to meet 
his eyes. "1 told you before, our father's Will stipulates it." 
"Qh. Yes. I'd forgotten." 
He hadn't, of course. Laurence never forgets anything, especially if it concerns me. 
His gaze is focussed hard on my face, which I feel flushing deep red. I take another 
gulp of my gin and tonic, and the glass is suddenly empty. Laurence stands. 
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"I'll get you another, shall I?" he says, although his glass of red wine is almost 
untouched. And then he's gone, leaving me to pray that he'll not pursue it further. But 
my prayers go unanswered. Laurence, it seems, is determined to save me from my 
evil brother. 
"You know," he says when he returns, "I could look after you, if you'd only let 
nle." 
Oh. Shit. What the hell does he mean by that? 
"No strings attached," he continues, with a wry smile. "I think you're very aware 
of how much I... care for you." Thank God, he hasn't used the 'L' word. "I've got 
plenty of room, if you should ever want somewhere else to go. Jez could stay in the 
house without you, couldn't he? He can look after himself." Why? Why is Laurence 
doing this? He's almost begging. It's embarrassing, and it's making me uncomfortable. 
When I answer, I'm aware of the frost tingeing my voice. 
"The Will stipulates that we must both live there. You know that too." 
I'm angry with Laurence now, because apart from his feelings for me, apart from 
the fact that he wants me and doesn't have the courage to say it in so many words, 
dressing it up as almost fatherly concern, I know he's right. The Will aside, I probably 
should be away from Jez. Being with him will destroy me. And masochistically, I'm 
enjoying every minute of knowing this, because lately, since that too-real maybe­
dream, I feel that I will have him. The consequences can go hang. 
Laurence colours, aware that he's crossed a line I don't want crossed, and he 
backtracks at once, stumbling over his apology. 
"Sorry, Lex," he tells me. "I just ... I didn't mean ... " 
He looks so horrified at his pushiness that my anger fades at once, and as he shrugs 
helplessly, I feel sad again that I can't - won't - love him the way he'd like me to, and 
that he's so desperate to be with me that he'd suffer me living with him just as a 
friend. And it would be suffering for him. The suffering of being with someone he 
loves, and not being able to have them, of hoping that one day things might change. I 
know that only too well, and I won't subject Laurence to it. And besides ... The age 
gap ... No. Not possible. I put a hand over his and squeeze it, look into his clear eyes 
and smile. 
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"Thanks for asking me, Laurence. I do know how much you care." I smile, decide 
that I can afford to be generous. "It means so much to me." His fingers curl around 
mine, and I ache for him, for his hopeless love. 
The rest of the evening passes. We pretend we've forgotten the conversation, 
talking instead about our mutual love of books, and I don't drink any more alcohol. 
Laurence buys me dinner and then sees me into a taxi with a chaste kiss on the cheek. 
No hard feelings. No need to mention it again. For a while, at least. 
When I get home, it's ten o'clock, and Jez is sitting in a darkened lounge, smoking 
and watching some black-and-white art-house movie. 
"You're late," he observes; he doesn't sound too pleased, the hypocrite, seeing as 
how I've barely laid eyes on him all weekend, and 'late' is his middle name. 
"Went for a drink with Laurence." 
His upper lip curls in a sneer. 
',Ii
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"Oh. Saint Laurence. How is the old fag?" 
These are more Jez-isms for Laurence, when he's not calling him my sugar-daddy 
lover, that is. Saint Laurence. Old fag. Closet-queer. I bite back the defence that 
springs to my lips; I don't want to argue with Jez now he seems to want to break the 
silence. 
"He's fine. He asked after you too." 
Jez laughs and I see him relax, reassured that his little Lexy is still his 
"I bet he did," he murmurs. "He fancies me something rotten. He'd have us both 
like a shot, Lexy." 
He narrows his eyes in amusement, and his tone is so obviously malicious that I 
have to laugh. I go to sit by him on the couch. 
"Don't be a bitch," I tell him softly. "Just - be nice." 
He looks at me for a long second, then drops the briefest kiss on the tip of my 
nose, puts a casual arm around my shoulders, and I snuggle up to him. 
"Watch the film with me," he says, and I know that's his way of being 'nice'. 
I say nothing in reply as his warmth bleeds into me, and I suck it up like a vampire 
who's been too long starved of blood. 
-------------~,.,.'"".-
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SIX 

The week drags on. Laurence and I work politely together, friendly but with a certain 
distance between us. Although he tries to hide it, he's still hurt that I won't take up his 
offer. As for me, I'm wary of implying in any way that the situation might change. 
Leading him on would be cruel, telling the truth impossible. Laurence is the only 
person who loves me in a pure, old-fashioned way, the only man who has ever 
behaved respectfully toward me. So I remain silent and allow the awkwardness to 
take its natural course. Eventually, Laurence and I will be back as we were. Just good 
friends. 
As for Jez, his odd mood has lifted, although I often catch him looking at me in 
that new, appraising way when he thinks I'm not aware of it. But I'm always aware. I 
know exactly where his gaze falls the second it lands, even if I'm not watching him 
directly. Even, I sometimes like to believe, if I'm in another room. 
He's working hard on whatever it is he's doing in the basement. When I arrive 
home in the evenings, he often has bright colour under his fingernails, maybe flecks 
in his hair, or, if he hasn't changed his clothes, amply spattered against the fabric. 
They're the same brilliant colours he used on my body, and the memory of the paint 
brushing on my skin makes me feel feverish. He wears an inward, distant look on his 
face which betrays his preoccupation, and he doesn't eat much, substituting food with 
too much caffeine and nicotine. He tells me that 'my' piece is going well; it's going to 
be great. But when I ask him if I can see the results - after all, I point out, it is my 
body and I have the right to see what he's made of it - he shakes his head, his mouth 
twisting in a half-smile. 
"Not until it's finished, Lexy," he says. 
"When will it be finished?" I persist, but he dismisses my question with a hiss of 
feigned impatience. 
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"\\Then it's finished," he replies, teasing me with his evasiveness, and he won't be 
budged. I continue to badger him, seeing how far I can go before he caves, but he 
never does. It makes me glow with excitement, because his teasing and the way he 
smiles when he talks about his work becomes a game, a flirtation, a kind of foreplay, 
and I get high on anticipation. 
On Thursday night, he opens the door before I can get my key in the lock. He's 
wired, buzzing with energy, and it's obvious that he's taken something. He gives me a 
big sloppy kiss, a sure sign he's flying, and the stink of marijuana sticks to his clothes 
and floats in the air around him, a reeking ghost. The house rocks with loud music; 
the lounge is a mess of magazines, charcoal sketches - a few nightmarish faces and 
some recognisable caricatures of his friends doodled onto spare bits of paper. Empty 
chocolate wrappers and crisp packets litter the floor, the contents of the ashtray spill 
'I' 
over onto the coffee table. Unwashed coffee cups line the mantelpiece like birds on a !ll 
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wire. 
"Had some friends round this afternoon," he slurs, as though it isn't obvious. "You 
should've been here. I missed you." 
As I survey the ruins of the lounge, I'm glad I wasn't there. Being with his friends, 
especially when they're high, isn't my idea of fun. 
"Some of us have to go to work," I tell him with a sigh, irritated by the chaos. 
"And I'm not clearing this shit up. Your mess, your job." 
"Yeah, yeah." Jez waves his hand dismissively. A little chaos never bothers Jez. I 
bet I'll end up tidying it away because he'll maintain his 'it doesn't matter' attitude 
until I get fed-up with the mess and do it myself. Jez grins at my pained expression. 
"Come and sit down, Lexy. Have a smoke. Chill." He goes to the overflowing ashtray 
and picks out a half-smoked joint. I see it's got lipstick stains on the end - it looks like 
one of the tarty reds that Emma wears - but say nothing as he lights it, takes a deep 
drag and then hands it to me. "We're having a party Saturday night. Decided today. 
We haven't had a good party in ages. It's going to be fancy dress." 
I close my eyes, feeling the dope hit my brain. 
"Oh shit. Fancy dress? You know I hate stufflike that." 
Jez is all wide-eyed innocence. 
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"Do you?" 
"Well, I'll just stay in my room. I'm not bothered." 
But I am bothered. I'm bothered that he's arranged this without consulting me. I'm 
bothered that he's deliberately arranged a fancy dress party when he knows I hate 
putting on a show, being on show. No doubt that's one of the reasons he's done it, to 
push me, to see what I'll do for him. And as ever, the answer is: anything. I'm too 
weak to refuse him, especially when he looks at me the way he's looking at me now, 
all big grey eyes, pretend-sulky mouth tinged with a grin that says he's very much 
aware of my helplessness. When he looks at me like that, I want to lay at his feet and 
let him walk over me. 
"Lexy, I need you to be there." Whining now, he presses his little boy act. I sigh 
and give in, as we both knew I would. No point in fighting. 
"What's the occasion anyway?" I query. 
"Life. " 
Jesus. He is high, to be spouting such pretentious rubbish. But I'm not about to 
burst his bubble. Besides, the expression of delight in his eyes is intoxicating. 
"I suppose that means I'll have to do the shopping, does it?" I complain, trying to 
pretend that I'm not really a push-over. 
Jez takes the joint off me again, looking at me from beneath hooded eyes. 
"C'mon, Lexy. You know how you love to organise stuff like that. I'll make it 
worth your while." 
"Oh yeah?" Our eyes meet; I feel my heart beating rapidly. My mouth softens and 
heat rushes through me like lava. For a second I think he's going to kiss me, but then 
he smirks and nods. 
"I'm the Candy Man," he replies softly. "And it'll be sweets all round on Saturday 
night." 
This time, my sigh is heartfelt. A little marijuana's one thing, but I know Jez, and 
he won't be satisfied with that. 
"If the drug squad raid us, I'll say I know nothing about it," I warn him, only half­
joking, but he just laughs and when he's in this kind of mood, not much can bring him 
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down. There's no point objecting anyway. Jez does what Jez wants to do, and I can't 
change his mind. He takes another lungful of sweet-scented smoke. 
"I'll order a takeaway, shall I?" he says, triumphant. "I'm starving. Indian okay?" 
He shoves the joint between my fingers, and goes off to make his order before I 
can answer. Sighing again, I fall onto a chair and begin to smoke. 
Saturday night comes around and I'm feeling nervous. A little put-upon too, because 
J ez has invited pretty much everyone he knows and the house is going to be crammed. 
I don't have any guests coming. Apart from the one night stands I have, Jez and his 
friends are my only proper social life. Of course, Jez asks me - maliciously - if I want 
to invite Laurence. 
"Maybe I'll let him fuck me," he says, spite glinting in his eyes. "A mercy shag for 
the elderly." 
I bite back the retort that Laurence wants me, not Jez. But of course Jez is quite 
aware of that, which is why he's so nasty. But he's had his dig, and made his point. 
When he sees I'm not about to take the bait, he lets the subject go. 
Organising the food and drink takes up a lot of time. Jez, hopeless at that kind of 
thing, has amused himself by decorating the house with fairy lights left over from 
Christmases past, and has also put up some of his more bizarre paintings. He actually 
wanted to paint one wall of the lounge black, but I've managed to dissuade him, so he 
settles for hanging his biggest, darkest works instead, including the crucified man and 
the monster-birthing woman, and lights them carefully. All in all, the effect is 
grotesque, like a corner of Hell. Apart from the demons. They will arrive later. As for 
Lucifer - my beautiful fallen angel plays that part perfectly. 
At around eight, people start arriving. I hear them from upstairs where I'm getting 
ready and my heart sinks. I always feel that I'm there on sufferance with most of lez's 
friends, who tolerate me only because I'm his sister. I have no status of my own, and 
any interest they might show is just polite, or worse, pretend. Especially the more 
academic ones, who look down their snobby noses at me because I don't have a 
degree, because I'm only a shop worker in a shabby-looking bookshop. They don't 
take the trouble to get to know the re~l me. I guess they think I'm not worth it. 
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I can't be bothered to make a big effort tonight, so in the end I wear myoId school 
uniform, which I've kept out of some misplaced sentiment. It still fits, although the 
skirt is too short and leaves little to the imagination. I leave the top couple of buttons 
of the pristine white blouse open, and knot the tie - striped black and yellow like a 
fabric wasp - carelessly around my neck. I put my hair up in bunches and dot fake 
freckles over my face, add eyeliner and bright red lipstick. My fishnet stockings seem 
to have gone missing, so I have to be content with knee-high socks instead. Finally, I 
wear myoId school shoes. They're scuffed, but they'll do. Giving myself a final 
glance in the mirror, still unsatisfied with what I see, I take a deep breath and leave 
my room. 
Downstairs, the lounge and hallway are already becoming crowded. The guests, 
mostly artists of some kind, are dressed appropriately, one or two in paint-spattered 
smocks, a Vincent van Gogh, several subjects from famous paintings. There's the 
obligatory Toulouse Lautrec shuffling around on his knees. I vaguely recognise his 
face, though I can't recall his name, and when he sees me, he crawls over and rubs his 
face between my legs. 
"Piss off," I mutter, and shove him away to the sound of derisive laughter, which 
attracts more attention and, I feel, pitying glances. Oh look, there's Jez's sister, the 
stupid one, the odd one out, not wanting to join in our fun. It's like being at school 
again. On the outside again. Where Jez was always wildly popular, the coolest boy in 
school, I was shy, an eager-to-please swot who tried hard but never achieved more 
than a couple of low grade A-Levels. A girl who, despite being timid and quiet, would 
blow boys in the locker rooms and masturbate them in dark classrooms while we 
watched a film during lessons, in hopeless attempts to be liked. A girl who let 
lecherous male teachers finger her because she thought they might give her better 
marks. A girl who worshipped her brother and fucked her father. 
Desperate, I search for Jez in the throng of people. When I find him, I see where 
my fishnets have gone. Even in my insecure state, I have to laugh at him, because he's 
so outrageously dressed. Or should I say, undressed. He's wearing my black satin 
basque with the stockings and looks better in them than I ever have. I think he's even 
shaved his legs; at least, I can't see any hair beneath the open weave of the stockings. 
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The musky scent of lotion drifts from his body and I close my eyes involuntarily as 
the fragrance hits me, breathing in the combined smell of my own perfume and Jez's 
skin. His crotch bulges in a pair of my French knickers, and almost unable to refrain 
from looking, from touching, I notice that the exposed skin of his thighs between the 
stocking-tops and the basque looks like white velvet. I wonder if he's shaved 
everything. The need to touch the smooth flesh, to move my hands upward to touch 
what lies beneath the distended satin is almost irresistible. My face reddens and I raise 
my eyes to his amused face. He knows what I'm thinking; I can't conceal anything 
from him. As well as wearing my underwear, he's applied make-up. Not drag-queen 
style slap, but subtly done. His eyes are ringed smudgy black with kohl and his long 
lashes have been made longer and thicker with my mascara. Funny, but I didn't notice 
that any of my make-up had gone missing. 
"You okay, Lexy?" he says, grinning through beautifully drawn crimson lips, 
narrowing teasing eyes that smoulder with the kohl. I flush, because quite simply, 
although the effect is bizarre, it's perversely appealing. Attraction builds on attraction. 
I want to get away from him, but I'm caught in his carefully constructed web. 
"You could ask before you borrow my stuff," I tell him, covering my reaction with 
an accusing tone, although my voice isn't quite steady. 
"I wanted to surprise you," he replies. Yes, I think. Surprise, surprise. "The boots 
aren't yours though," he adds, indicating the black thigh high boots he's crammed on 
his feet. "Yours were all too small. So I borrowed these from Phil over there." He 
indicates a tall man dressed as Whistler's Mother, one of Jez's more camp gay friends. 
"You'd better not have stretched any of my boots," I mutter, desperate for 
something to say, because the desire I feel for him in his transvestite get-up is almost 
impossible to hide, and I must, before someone else notices. "I can't afford to replace 
things just because of your whims." 
Jez is enjoying every second of my discomfort and covert adoration, but I'm not 
allowed to savour him for long, because Emma Nelson, dressed as a Pierrot doll, 
comes over and takes Jez's arm. She looks up at him with an expression on her black­
and-white painted face that tells me she feels the same. 
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"You shouldn't be so hard on poor Jez," she says in that sophisticate's voice that 
makes me want to smack her. "I think he looks beautiful." 
"See, Lexy. Someone appreciates me." He bends to kiss her mouth and her tongue 
snakes out to lick his lips, then disappears between them as he kisses her deeply. 
Jealousy burns. Bitch. Old bitch. I wonder again ifhe's had her, decide not. Hope not. 
When they break apart, I see that Emma's white-painted lips are imprinted with a 
smudged crimson impression of his. "Nice appreciation," Jez says, his eyes on mine, 
holding them captive with his gaze, striking me dumb with anger and humiliation. 
Without a word, I turn and leave them. Emma's laughter follows me and I want to cry. 
But I won't. Mustn't let either of them see how upset I am. Mustn't make myself more 
vulnerable than I already feel. 
I go to the kitchen and pour myself a glass of wine. Only one way to get through 
this evening, and that's drunk. I'm aware that I'm drinking way too much these days 
but I don't care. Defiantly, I drink a huge glassful. The warmth as it hits my stomach 
is comforting, numbing a little of the pain almost instantly, and I follow it with 
another. If I get very drunk, like before, Jez might let me sleep with him again. I've 
missed him, these past few nights. My own bed has seemed cold as an arctic night. 
"Hello Lex." Jimmy Miller, who, in plain blue jeans and white T-shirt, has made 
even less effort than I have, has found me. Talking to safe, boring Jimmy is better 
than mooning over Jez, so I give him my best smile. Jimmy, though, is having none of 
it. "Why'd you leave me like that last week?" he asks - a fair enough question, but not 
one I want to answer. "I thought ... You know ... that you liked me." He's trying to be 
reasonable, but manages to sound like a sulky teenager instead. 
"I do," I assure him, trying to sound sincere. "But I told you, I had work. And 
besides, it wouldn't have been fair, Jimmy. I don't want a relationship." 
"Who said I wanted a relationship?" he asks, but I know that's exactly what he 
wants. I can see it in his eyes, the same puppy-dog expression of total worship he 
always wears when he sees me. I can recognise unrequited love; it's how I look in the 
privacy of my room when I think of Jez. It's how Laurence looks at me. Still, I smile 
and kiss Jimmy's cheek, always taking the easy, non-confrontational way out of a 
tricky situation. 
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"It doesn't really matter," I say. "I'm just not a good person to be around at the 
moment." 
He looks as though he'd like to protest at the obvious lie but doesn't quite have the 
courage to challenge me, and I pour him a neat whisky, hand it to him, watching him 
as he downs it in one go. 
"If! was going to be with anyone, it'd be you." I reassure him with another untruth, 
and I realise at once that I've said the wrong thing, because his eyes light up with false 
hope. "But I'm not. So you'd best find someone else." There, that's hit home. He gives 
me an angry glare, helps himself to another shot, then pushes his way out of the 
kitchen, leaving me to my wine, alone in a crowd of people I don't really know and 
don't want to. 
Afier about an hour of steadily drinking wine on my own, I decide I've had 
enough. I'm drunk, tired and bored, and want to go to bed. I can't be bothered with 
this anymore. Most of Jez's friends are stoned on something or other; yet again, the air 
is thick with marijuana smoke, and people are groping each other on chairs, the sofa, 
the floor. I have to push past kissing couples on my way upstairs, and I see that Jez's 
door is shut, so I guess he's probably in there with someone. 
My door's shut too, though I can't remember closing it when I came down. 
Probably did, wouldn't want my space invaded by strangers. But when I open it, I see 
that my space has been invaded. Lying on the bed, still in my basque, fishnets and the 
boots, is Jez, eyes closed, mouth open and moaning with pleasure. Between his legs 
kneels a naked man who's fellating him. I can hear the sucking noises, and I can see 
my discarded knickers, and I can see Jez's hips pushing upward, and the other man 
masturbating himself vigorously as Jez's thrusting becomes harder and more frantic. 
"What the fuck ... ?" I explode, fury, jealousy and sheer mortification all screaming 
to be heard at once. How dare Jez do this? How dare he, in my room, my sanctuary? 
Jez opens his eyes, and rather than seeming embarrassed or ashamed, smiles, 
apparently even more turned on by my appearance. The other man tries to move 
away, but Jez holds his head where it is, forcing him to continue. 
"It's okay," he gasps. "It's only Lexy. Don't stop ... Don't... stop ... " 
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The upward movements of his pelvis become faster, his breathing quickens, and 
I'm frozen in disgust and horror as his hands twist in the other man's hair, as his body 
spasms, as he comes. All the time, his eyes remain open, watching me, my reaction. 
Now the paralysis breaks and I flee. I don't know where I'm going, but I run out of the 
house, slipping on the icy pavements, feeling sick, violated and betrayed. Vaguely I 
hear someone call my name, but I go on running, until at last, unable to run any 
further, I stop and lean against a wall, panting and shivering. Then I begin to sob, 
almost howling in my desolation. Yes, I know Jez has sex. He has it as often as he can 
get it. With anyone pretty. But not in my room, in my bed. No doubt he purposefully 
calculated for me to find him there because he knew I'd get bored and come up early, 
and even if I didn't go up early, then I would eventually find him there, with that man. 
How can I ever look at him again? How can I ever believe that he loves me, in any 
kind of way, when he's done this? 
"Lex, what's wrong?" 
I look up, and through blurred vision, I see Jimmy. Jesus. But I'm kind of glad to 
see him, because I've run myself into a side alley that suddenly doesn't look too safe 
this time of night. I shake my head, still sobbing, and feel myself pulled into an 
embrace, which I don't resist, because Jimmy's kind and cares about me. He keeps 
asking me what's happened, but I can't tell him, and in the end I kiss him to shut him 
up. After an initial hesitation, he kisses me back, and I push against him hard, letting 
him devour me with his passion. His tongue almost chokes me as it invades my 
mouth. Tonight he's a wet kisser, almost drowning me in saliva. His hands settle on 
my breasts, squeezing, kneading enthusiastically like he's making bread, pulling open 
the cotton fabric of my shirt, groping for my nipples, which are only hard because it's 
freezing, not with any kind of arousal. My back is against the wall; the dampness of 
the rough bricks seeps through my clothes. 
Now his mouth drops to my neck and he begins to suck at the skin. The suction is 
just short of painful, but I let him do it because unpleasant and unarousing though this 
is, it's better than thinking of Jez emptying himself into another man's mouth. And I'll 
have a love-bite later, proof that someone wants me. Let Jez see that, let him be 
jealous. Please let him be jealous. 
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A cold hand travels up my skirt, between my bare legs, probing, pressing, and 
Jimmy's mouth moves further downward to bite at my breasts as his arousal rises. I 
barely suppress a yelp of pain. He yanks aside the fabric of my knickers, pushes his 
fingers inside me, and now I have to bite my lip to prevent myself from crying out 
that I'm dry, that it hurts, because I don't want him to stop. If he stops, I'll have to 
think about Jez again. 
Jimmy's other hand goes between us, fiddling with the zip of his jeans Then he 
takes my hand in his, pushes it down, and I feel the warmth of his erection in my 
grasp. 
"Touch me, Lex," he sighs. "Oh. God. Touch me." He presses against me, his 
fingers shoving harder, then withdrawing. His lower body makes contact with mine, 
blindly seeking entrance, but my legs aren't open wide enough and he just butts 
uselessly against me. Now I hear fabric tear, my knickers come loose, and a knee 
forces my legs open wider. His fingers are back, opening me again, rough with 
passion, withdrawing again, to be replaced with the head of his cock, which he 
fumbles to get inside. But I'm still too dry, and he doesn't seem to care, just spits into 
his palm, rubs the saliva on himself and then, holding my hips, gasps: "Put your legs 
up. Around my waist. So I can get in easier." 
Giving me no choice, he lifts me and sinks his artificially lubricated cock in 
deeper, pushing my back harder against the wall so that the brickwork grazes my 
exposed skin. He's almost sobbing now, close to orgasm. His mouth sucks at my neck, 
then bites again. 
"Come on Lex. Fuck me." I'm appalled at his absolute lack of originality. Jez 
wouldn't say ... 
No. 
r concentrate on moving my hips as much as I can, although my position restricts 
my movement. But it's good enough for Jimmy. 
"Fuck me." He moans again, and I have to clamp down a cry of protest. "Fuck me, 
Lex. Yes. Come on. Harder." 
Then he cries out, and warmth pumps into me, and I know it's over. For a few 
moments, he leans against me, breathing heavily. Semen seeps out of me, runs down 
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my leg, turning cold, and I realise that we haven't used a condom. Well, it doesn't 
matter; Jimmy's hardly a candidate for an SID and I'm on the Pill. There'll be no 
unwanted extras from tonight's encounter. Jimmy nuzzles my neck. 
"That was fantastic," he whispers, kissing my mouth, and I let him, enduring it 
because it's only polite. "Did you come?" Oh God. But I nod, avoiding a post-mortem 
of his performance, and he believes me. Or pretends to. "I hope you don't think I just 
used you," he continues. "You know how I feel about you, and I know you said before 
that you weren't interested but. .. " 
"It's okay," I tell him, putting a finger against his lips, stopping him from saying 
anything else we might both regret. "You were there for me when I needed you. And 
I'm glad." 
But I'm only saying that so I don't hurt him. And 'glad' isn't exactly a lover's word; 
it's only marginally better than the 'grateful' that hovers on my lips. 
"Maybe we can see each other again soon?" Jimmy says. I drag my eyes up to his, 
and see with a sense of despair that the puppy-dog look has intensified. 
"Maybe." I shudder, and not just with cold. "Jimmy ... Let's go back. I'm all right 
now. And this isn't exactly ... " I wave my hand around, indicating the filthy reality of 
the alleyway, which stinks of piss, shit and vomit. He nods. Looks down at himself 
and laughs. 
"I look like a twat," he observes; his jeans are down around his ankles, and his 
penis hangs limp and shrivelled. Although I'm inclined to agree, I keep silent. 
Quickly, he replaces his clothing. I can't salvage my ripped knickers, so I step out of 
them and leave them lying with the rest of the rubbish. As though I'm floating above 
my body, I see myself and reflect that I'm still the schoolgirl who fucks to be liked. 
Nothing changes, really. And that almost makes me cry, but somehow I keep it 
together. 
We walk back to the house. Jimmy tries to make conversation, and I try to make 
the right sounds in the right places, but deep shame stops me from concentrating on 
what he's saying. When we get back, the party's still in full swing. Jez has emerged 
from my bedroom, and there's no sign of the guy who was blowing him. He sees 
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Jimmy and me come in, takes in my dishevelled appearance and Jimmy's pleased 
expression, and raises his glass in salute, his mouth warped in a distorted grin. 
"Look," I tell Jimmy, turning so I don't have to see Jez's face, because right now, 
the sight of him reminds me of how much I hate myself. "I'm tired. I'm going to bed." 
He nods; I see that he thinks I want him to come with me. Doesn't he realise that 
I'm not interested in a repeat performance, that once was more than enough? 
"Alone, Jimmy." I emphasise the 'alone', and although I can tell he's disappointed, 
he nods bravely. 
"See you soon then. I'll call you." 
I don't respond, but turn away, and still ignoring Jez, go back to my now 
thankfully empty bedroom. I can hardly bear to look at the rumpled bedclothes, and 
quickly strip them off, bundling the whole contaminated lot into a laundry basket. 
Tomorrow I'll sterilise them on the highest temperature. When my bed's remade, I get 
beneath the duvet and try to sleep. It's noisy in my room; the music from downstairs 
reverberates through the floor, keeping me awake. Eventually, in the early hours, I 
hear the last of the party guests leave. The music stops. I hear Jez come upstairs, his 
slow footsteps stopping outside my door, then going away again. Now, I think, I can 
sleep, but Jez's gasping lust sounds in my memory, and the pictures that accompany it 
are like a continuous film show, keeping me wakeful until grey light appears, and I 
give up all attempt at sleeping, finally rising to meet the dawn of another day. 
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SEVEN 

Jez mixes semen into the copper-carmine oil paint he's using to represent Lex's mouth 
and hair. The creamy translucent fluid is still warm, freshly milked, and blends into 
the paint with ease, but Jez takes his time, stirring the concoction with care, watching 
as it combines until no trace remains. 
He's been using this technique the past two weeks. He isn't sure where he got the 
idea, but suspects that he was out of it when it came to him. When true originality 
strikes, he usually is. Bizarre though it was, it seemed instantly logical; with it, he 
knew he could produce living art, and with it, his painting of Lex has evolved into 
something new and vital. She appears to breathe, her still unfinished eyes follow him. 
Sometimes, he thinks he hears her voice speaking to him from the canvas. Almost 
without Jez realising it, he has developed an obsession for her which equals her own 
for him. 
Jez no longer has casual sex. He must not waste valuable semen on easy lays when 
he should be pouring it into his creation. Besides, he doesn't want anyone else 
anymore. All he wants to do is think of Lex as he masturbates into the underwear he's 
stolen from her drawer, before adding the captured fluid to his work. After, he washes 
the scrap of fabric and leaves it to dry, locked up and secret in his studio. 
Memories of the night of the party two weeks before recur constantly. Lex 
discovering him fucking in her bed as he'd hoped she would. Jez can't even remember 
the other man's name; he'd never seen him before that night, he hasn't seen him since. 
He was just a tool to make Lex jealous. A little joke. Taken too far. Jez can admit that 
to himself now. The look in her eyes - hurt and horror - has affected him profoundly. 
He's wounded himself as much as he's wounded her. 
Lex has all but ignored him since, going out every night, getting drunk and fucking 
around, barely stopping to pass the time of day. She never tells him where she's going 
and often doesn't return until the early hours of the morning. Sometimes she doesn't 
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return at all, leaving Jez to lonely vigils wondering if she's all right, listening in vain 
for the sound of her key in the door. Wondering if she'll come back. If she's still alive. 
He knows she's not with that sad bastard Jimmy Miller, who's been phoning regularly 
ever since Lex let him fuck her, because Lex has been avoiding speaking to him too. 
Jez is getting sick of hearing Jimmy's love-struck tones and vows that next time he 
phones, he, Jez, will tell Jimmy exactly what the score is. 
Jez tried to broach the subject of Lex's dangerous behaviour only last night, but it 
was a disaster. He'd gone to her bedroom while she was preparing for that night's 
foray into the city's underworld. 
"D'you think you should be going to bars on your own?" he'd asked, watching her 
apply too much make-up. Lex had stared at him without turning, her mirror reflecting 
hostile eyes in a paint and powder mask. 
"What's it to you?" Her tone had echoed the hostility, making Jez cringe inwardly. 
He remembers wondering: What the fuck is happening to me? Why am I behaving like 
a possessive lover? 
"Nothing," he'd assured her quickly. 
Reliving their conversation, he hears the lie in his voice, and knows that she heard 
it too, sees again the false smile that barely lifted her mouth. 
"Good. Because since I obviously don't mean anything to you, you have no right to 
question what I do. Or who I do," she added spitefully. 
Jez knows he should have left it at that. But her malicious little quip had wounded 
him to the core, and his natural instinct was and is always to defend himself. 
"You know I care." And how trite, how meaningless, that had sounded. 
"Yeah. Of course you do." 
Lex had applied more lip gloss, more mascara to already spiky eyelashes. She 
looked like a whore, not like his Lexy. His Lexy? Not his. Couldn't be his. He'd 
already gone too far, masturbating over her like the out-of-control fifteen year old 
adolescent who'd come while watching their father's fingers invade her. 
"You could get raped." Another feeble ploy. Lex had laughed. 
-----------==~-------------------
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"Not me. Anyone can have me for free. They won't have to use force." Cold blue 
eyes froze him. "Just like Jimmy didn't force me. Now, you're in my room without 
permission." Another chilly glance. "Again. So get out." 
He'd gone, and today he's still smarting from her anger. Angry at her anger. She 
should've got over it by now. 
"Bitch," he mutters at the life sized portrait that Lex hasn't yet seen, but the insult 
seems empty, like Jez himself. He hears Lex's laughter in his head. He knows it's in 
his head but it sounds real enough, as though she's in the room with him. Which 
really, she is. Her incomplete image captured in canvas waits to spring into life. Jez 
looks forward to showing it to Lex, hopes it will heal the rift between them. Then the 
status quo can be resumed. 
"Fucking bitch." The painting seems to be mocking him, and he wants to take a 
blade and rip the canvas to pieces, to break Lex's hold of him by killing her image. 
His hand reaches for the sharp-edged painting knife, already encrusted with red paint. 
Its handle fits snugly into his palm when his fist closes around it, and he picks it up. 
Looks at it. Its arrow-like tip stares back at him, and Jez wonders how it would feel to 
press it into one eye, then the other. If he were blind, he would never have to look at 
Lex, real or painted, again. And she'd have to care for him, reassume the chains of her 
slavery, because how could she leave a blind man to fend for himself? Especially if 
he'd blinded himself for her sake. But no. The concept is too terrifying. To be 
deprived of shape, colour or form ... Jez shudders. And he can't hurt the painting 
either. There's too much of himself in it. Uttering another curse, he puts down the 
painting knife and picks up a brush instead, loads it with the semen-infused paint and 
savagely begins to apply it to Lex's waiting figure. 
He doesn't know how long he paints for. Time ceases to exist for Jez when he's 
working. All he knows is that eventually he becomes tired and drained. He needs to 
pee, and then get some food and drink. He can't remember when he last ate a decent 
meal. Lex won't cook for him anymore, and Jez is no chef. It's all he can do to put 
soup into a saucepan and cut some bread. But that's okay, it's all he needs when his 
mind is caught in the web of his work. He cleans his equipment, turns off the cellar 
light and heads upstairs. 
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It's evening already. The hall clock tells him it's seven pm. He's been in the 
basement all afternoon. He hears Lex moving around in the lounge; the TV's blaring 
out, some music channel or other, and Jez decides not to approach her yet. He goes 
upstairs, empties his aching bladder, then goes back down to the kitchen. Opening the 
cupboards, he sees they're all but empty. Obviously Lex hasn't been shopping yet this 
week. The only thing that appeals is a quarter full pack of biscuits, which he removes, 
greedily stuffing the sweet chocolate covered confections into his mouth. Opening the 
fridge, he grabs a milk carton and drinks directly from it. 
"Very healthy." Lex's voice behind him, heavy with sarcasm, causes him to spill 
the milk down himself as he turns, feeling unaccountably guilty that he's been caught. 
He shrugs and tries to deflect the guilt onto Lex. 
"Yeah. Well. There's not much else in, is there?" 
"Maybe you should try shopping. You know. Shopping. Go down to the big place 
where they sell food ... " 
"Fuck off, Lex." 
He pours all the afternoon's bitterness into those three words, and her expression 
changes from one of derision to one of shock. The transformation is almost funny. Jez 
decides to make the most of it; he will not grovel again. 
"Y'know, I must've said sorry a hundred times." He pauses, struggling to keep his 
temper. "I mean, what happened - it was just a bit of playing around. I didn't mean to 
hurt you ... " 
"Yes you did. That's exactly what you meant to do." 
Jez shrugs again. In all conscience, he can't honestly deny it. But he won't admit it 
either. 
"Well, okay," he concedes, "maybe I was messing with you just a tiny bit." His 
tone hardens, he presses his advantage. "But I'm fucking sick of your holier-than-thou 
attitude, and you looking at me like I don't deserve to live. So give me a break, 
Alexandra, and stop it." 
He tums from her now, ignoring her stricken expression, feeling pleased that he's 
managed to wound her because she's stabbed him repeatedly the past fortnight and 
he's only acting in self-defence. And oh, how she hates her full name, with all its 
_______________...iiil 
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connotations. Now she'll cave, Jez assures himself. From behind him, he hears a 
choked sob. 
"Bastard!" Lex hisses. As Jez turns again, she wheels around and leaves the 
kitchen. He hears her footsteps pounding upstairs and thinks how odd it is that 
someone so petite can make so much noise. Then he hears her bedroom door slam 
shut; the noise reverberates through the house like the crashing of a prison door. 
Jez stands there, his hands hanging loose by his sides. He's gone too far. Way too 
far. Fuck. Now what? Should he try and make it right, or should he leave her to stew? 
Doesn't he count, his pain, his confusion? Doesn't he have the right to suffer too? Lex 
isn't the only one for whom life is difficult. She's not the only one to have been abused 
all her life. But he knows that he's her only source of love, twisted though it is. He's 
her only source of comfort, cold though that is, and he's betrayed her. And besides, 
the thought of Lex not loving him anymore has been festering inside him and he 
wants it resolved. Closing his eyes, he leans his head against the tiled kitchen wall. 
When the phone rings, he starts, waits for Lex to answer it, but the ringing goes on 
and on until eventually he grabs the receiver and barks a 'hello' into it. Of course, it's 
Jimmy. He phones at least once daily, and Jez is only surprised he's left it this late 
today. 
"Jez. Hi. Is Lex there?" The love-struck fool sounds almost breathless, like a 
schoolgirl asking about her crush. Jez grins mirthlessly. 
"Yeah. She's here." 
"Can I speak to her then?" 
All Jez's frustration pours out. 
"Y'know, I'm fucking sick of taking calls from you, Jimmy. Lex is here, but she 
doesn't want to speak to you. She never wants to speak to you again." 
"What?" Jimmy sounds as though he's in shock, and Jez feeds on it like a vampire 
feeds on blood. 
"Listen. Lexy says you were the worst fuck she's ever had, okay?" Jez laces his 
words with venom. "And that you've got the smallest dick she's ever seen. She didn't 
even feel it going in. And quite honestly, she doesn't want to repeat the perfonnance." 
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He goes for the kill, unable to retract his fangs, biting and biting because he's hurt and 
wants everyone else to suffer. "She only fucked you because she felt sorry for you." 
Dead silence. Jez knows he's lucky he's on the end of a phone line because he 
guesses Jimmy might well want to hit him. But it's the truth, unsavoury though Jimmy 
might find it. He hears a muffled sound on the other end of the line, and then the 
phone goes dead. Satisfied, Jez looks at it and replaces the receiver. Then he goes 
upstairs after Lex. 
When he bangs on her door, she refuses to let him in. He'd expected that, but it 
tries his patience nonetheless. Somehow, fortified by his cheap victory over Jimmy, 
he manages to keep control. 
"I'm not going away, Lexy," he tells the wall of silence that greets his pleas to be 
allowed inside. "I'll sleep out here if! have to." More silence. It stretches out like an 
empty landscape, and the hallway becomes a long grey road leading nowhere. 
"Please, Lexy. We shouldn't fight with each other. I'm sorry. Really, really sorry." He 
injects tears into his voice, which aren't really false anyway, although they are tears of 
impending fury rather than true penitence. But they have the desired effect. Lex can 
never resist his unhappiness; she's afraid to allow him to become too miserable. So 
the door swings open, and she stands there, battered from their war of nerves. Her 
eyes are swollen from crying, black-ringed where her make-up has run. Jez has to 
smile a little; she looks like an abandoned orphan. 
"Oh Lexy. We're a hopeless pair." 
She nods, turns away and walks back into her room, where she sits on her bed 
looking at the floor. Jez follows her. It's still a child's room, full of relics from her 
girlhood, done out in pretty pink. Fairy lights twinkle on the wall above her bed. 
Sitting on the rose-patterned bed-cover is Doggy, one-eared and tatty now. Jez doesn't 
remember it being there the night of the party. 
"Jimmy just phoned. Again. I told him to fuck off." He waits for Lex to berate him, 
but she just nods and remains silent. Jez doesn't know if that's a good sign or not, but 
presses on. "Look, let's just put it all behind us," he says. "Stop playing games. I'll try 
not to upset you again, and you promise me you won't keep on going out like you 
have been. How about it?" 
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She wants to capitulate; he can tell by the way she's avoiding looking at him. 
Seeing the expression of sincere remorse that he's put on his face will make her 
crumble. Suddenly, he's truly tired of the game. He hurts her, she punishes him. It's 
become boring. He sits beside her and takes her hand. She doesn't withdraw it, but it 
remains stiff in his. 
"I mean it." And he does this time. "I want us to be friends again." Unable to help 
himself, he hooks the bait. "Your painting's going really well. It's something special. 
You should come down and see it soon." The worm struggles on the hook. "I'm 
definitely going to exhibit it. It's the best thing I've ever done." 
His relentless flattery, an appeal to her vanity, works. She looks up at him through 
a curtain of fiery hair, and a tentative smile appears on her mouth. 
"Really?" she asks; she sounds like a little girl. Jez pulls back the curtain, watches 
as she closes her eyes, almost hears her purr. 
"Really, really," he murmurs, wiping a finger across her pale skin, smudging the 
already smeared kohl like a charcoal line on parchment. "I hate the thought of selling 
it, but I think it'll make a lot. We'll just have to make another, won't we?" 
Her eyes flicker open; they're glazed at his closeness, seemingly unfocussed, or 
rather, solely focussed on him, on his reality and the internal portrait she has of him, 
her own work of art created in fantasy-images. She's held perfectly still by the hold of 
his eyes and the touch ofhis fingers on her face. Nothing else exists. 
"Another?" 
"Yeah. It worked really well last time, didn't it? I was thinking, maybe I could do a 
series. Different aspects of your body. The paint, the brushes, the canvas, they all love 
your body." 
"Do they?" 
She wants to ask him: do you love my body, Jez? He sees the question light her 
eyes, a flame burning through the mist, and he smoothes the skin of her face again, his 
thumb tracing the shape of her mouth, which is full and pliant, wanting to be touched 
with his. He feels her lips part under the light pressure. Moisture wets his skin as her 
tongue flickers out like a snake's, and then she captures the digit, gently drawing it 
inside her mouth. 
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Danger! His mind screams a warning. You're heading for trouble again. Haven't 
you caused enough? But he dismisses the caution; he can control this. He can control 
her. Besides, this feels good. Someone touching him. After these weeks without 
physical contact, this is so much better than the lonely caresses of his dry palm. 
Lex's tongue rotates around the ball of his thumb, her eyes locking with his. Jez 
begins to ache, but the ache is pleasurable, the sweet suffering of quickening desire 
that he will continue to deny. Because it's wrong. Because it's more exciting this way. 
After a few seconds, he pulls his thumb from her mouth and wipes the saliva across 
her parted lips. Then he lowers his mouth to hers, feels her arms wind around his neck 
as she presses herself to him, and feels the soft-hard outline of her breasts mould 
against his chest. He resists the instinct to drop his hands to them, to caress them as he 
did that night when she was ... asleep. Instead he works on her mouth, drawing first 
her lower lip between his lips, then the upper, now licking his tongue lightly around 
their edges, teasing her sensitive inner membranes with deliberate carefulness, 
gradually kissing more deeply, deeper, tangling his hands in her hair, fingers 
becoming enmeshed in its silken strands like flies in a spider web. He hears her sob in 
the back of her throat, then astonishingly, she breaks away. 
"Stop it." Her lips are inflamed from his kisses, and he wants to bite at them, swell 
them more, the way he's swollen. His hands remain twisted in her hair, keeping her 
captive as he is captive. "Please Jez." 
He deflates like a punctured balloon at the pleading tone of her voice and abruptly 
removes himself from her, pulling her hair as he does so, eliciting a sharp cry of pain. 
"I'm sorry." He stands, looks down at her; she seems so small. So vulnerable. "I'm 
sorry, Lexy." 
"You can ... stay." Please stay, her tone says. "Just don't play games with me 
anymore." 
"I wasn't ... " But his false denial trails away. "Look, don't go out tonight, Lexy? 
Stop fucking around with strangers. I don't want you to get hurt." 
"I'm already hurt." A faint smile, betrayed by two stray tears that drop from her 
eyes. "Look. You'd better just go. Close the door on your way out." 
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She's found some deep inner well of strength that allows her to reject him, and Jez 
has to respect that because he knows how difficult it is for her to be strong. Without 
another glance, he obeys. A second later, he hears Lex lock her door. 
Downstairs, he feels isolated again, a pariah ejected from the temple. Aimlessly, he 
wanders into the kitchen, picks up the discarded milk carton and gulps the contents 
without tasting. He takes the rest of the biscuits and another pint of milk, then goes 
into the lounge and turns off the light and the television, which is still blaring out 
music to itself. Then he flings himself into a chair and stares into the darkness, taking 
alternate bites of chocolate biscuit and long swallows of milk until they're both 
finished. The food has done nothing to satisfy his hunger or fill his emptiness. He 
requires something more substantial. 
He stands, goes to the book case, not needing light to guide him, knowing exactly 
where his questing fingers have to search. They close over a small envelope, which he 
extracts and opens. Inside are several Blotters covered in acid dots. The smiling skulls 
grin up at him; he peels one off and drops it onto his tongue, feeling it dissolve. Then 
he returns to his seat and waits for the pictures to come. 
The darkness begins to swirl, colours within colours, black within black. So many 
shades of black. Umbral shadows, stygian abysses, quasars that open wide creating a 
vacuum in his head, sucking away unwanted thoughts. Just what he wants to be, 
empty headed, free of everything and everyone. Then he begins to feel shivery. 
Spooked. The shadows begin to move. There's a figure emerging in slow-mo from the 
darkness. Two figures. Familiar figures. Coldness sweats from them like dry ice. A 
little panicked, Jez looks toward the fireplace at his mother's photograph. Lucia is 
gone. Becoming truly afraid, he runs to the hallway. There's a cupboard beneath the 
stairs that holds various ancient relics of family life, including photograph albums. 
Grasping one in shaking hands, Jez pulls it open. All the photos of his parents are 
empty. He hears voices coming from the lounge. Dead voices. But dead means 
nothing. He sees Lucia often, and his father visited him the night he'd ... lost control 
with Lex. But they were just visions. Nothing real. This feels real. Ectopic heartbeats 
thump inside his chest. Thud. Thud thud. Thud. Thud thud. Like the nailing down of a 
coffin lid. Compelled to see, he goes toward the sound of the voices. 
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His parents are sitting in the seats they used to occupy when he was little. Lucia is 
naked and wet from the bath, dripping black blood and water in equal amounts onto 
the carpet. She grins three grins at him. One shows teeth that seem too long, two show 
the open mouths of long-severed blood vessels. She's bleeding from between her legs 
too, a steady seepage of half-clotted fluid that appears to contain too much tissue. 
Rooted to the spot, J ez opens his mouth to scream. Hears himself shriek for Lex. 
Watches his father's decayed body shake with laughter. Bits of flesh fall to the floor 
where they sizzle like acid and disappear in a noxious cloud that makes Jez retch. 
"It's no good screaming for Alexandra," his father says in a rotted voice. "She can't 
hear you. No one can. This is a visit especially for you, to remind you of how much 
we love you." 
Struck dumb with horror, overcome with exhaustion, Jez's shrieking subsides to a 
whimper. He falls to the floor, hands over his head, rocking backward and forward. 
"You used to do that when you were very small," Lucia's voice tells him. Jez 
remembers that voice crooning to him as she tried to get his younger self to sleep. Its 
timbre hasn't changed; it's low and melodic. Sexual. He feels wetness trickle down 
onto his hair, through his fingers, to his face, his lips. He tastes old putrid blood and 
spits but the taste lingers. Hands ruffle through his hair, then cold fingers wrinkled 
from bathwater reach beneath his chin and lift his face. He stares into his dead 
mother's face. 
"Do you know why I killed myself?" she says, her breath a nauseating stench that 
curdles his senses. Mute, Jez shakes his head. "Because I was pregnant again and I 
couldn't bear the thought of having another of his brats growing in me." She smiles 
almost affectionately in the direction of his father, who nods and returns the smile. 
"You did know, Jez. Daddy told you. Don't you remember?" 
And yes, he does. Now he does. He's buried the knowledge all these years under 
an avalanche of denial. But now he must confront it, so he digs up this long-dead 
recollection. Lucia had been in her grave just a week when James had told him, a 
five-year-old boy who had nightmares every time he slept, that his mother was a 
murderess, that she had shared her grisly bath with a dead foetus that would have 
been Jez's brother or sister. Oh yes, he remembers, and he understands now the nature 
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of the clots that slither down Lucia's legs. Trying to get away, Jez crawls across the 
carpet, crying softly. 
I1She robbed us of our family,11 James says, in perfect time with the recalled words 
that run through Jez's head. "Your mother was always selfish. She didn't even want 
you. Well, why would she? You're a disgrace. A loser. Just like her." He nods his 
head in Lucia's direction, and Lucia laughs, a tinkling malicious sound that makes Jez 
clap his hands over his ears. But it does nothing to eradicate the clamour because it's 
in his head, and short of scraping his brain out of his skull, he can do nothing but 
endure his father's next words. "You're just like me too, son. You want to fuck 
Alexandra. Just as I did." A pause. "What's stopping you?11 
"Please go away ... " 
"Go away?11 James says. I10h no. You brought us here, you and those filthy drugs 
you're always taking. We won't go away until they wear off. And perhaps even then, 
we'll stay . We'll all be together again. " 
"Go awayJI1 This time Jez knows that he has managed to verbalise his plea; it roars 
from his throat, escapes his mouth, and echoes off the walls. But all that happens is 
that his parents shake their heads, watching him almost sadly as he disintegrates once 
more into a quivering heap of flesh. Again, they begin to talk at him. Come and join 
us, .fez. It's fun here, in the dark dead world Kill yourself and make everyone's life 
better. And on. And on. Snatches of phrases, invitations, exhortations to enter their 
rotting, haunting existence. Their voices echo in his mind. until he believes that if he 
emerges from this, he will emerge insane. 
And then, through the veil of his eyelids, he becomes aware of brilliant light. He 
hears his parents fall abruptly silent. Feels them draw back. Slowly, hardly allowing 
himself to feel hope, Jez looks up. The light almost blinds him; certainly it seems to 
have blinded his undead parents, because they are backing away, arms flung in front 
of their faces like B-movie vampires, shielding themselves from its impact. In the 
centre of the light, like an angel, stands Lex. Radiance pours from her naked skin. 
When she smiles, lez's parents scream. 
Lex drops to her knees beside lez. Her hands, cool and soothing like a silken cloth, 
stroke his face. 
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"Jez. It's all right. I'm here, I'll look after you. Jez, there's nothing to be afraid of. 
Nothing. You're safe." 
Her voice is a song. Jez sees the notes fly out of her mouth and speed toward his 
parents in a volley of silver arrows, piercing their skin, wounding them with every 
syllable. He hears them screech in agony, sees their skin smoke as they begin to bum 
and turn to dust. They fade. And then they are gone. Jez cuddles in close to Lex; she 
smells of silver and the moon, and when she folds her arms around him, it's as though 
he has been cocooned in light. 
"Come upstairs and sleep," she sings. "You need to rest." 
"Don't leave me, Lexy." He wonders if his voice is real or if he only thinks he said 
it. When she sings back her reply, he almost faints with relief. 
"I won't leave you. Not while you're tripping." 
He feels her tug at him gently; her sweet encouragement is stronger than his fear 
and sense of failure. He lets her pull him upright and feels her hand slide into his. 
"Come on. Upstairs for some rest." 
"And you won't leave me?" 
"No. Of course not." Lex is infinitely patient. Like a child, he obeys her, lets her 
take him upstairs into her room, where she guides him to her bed. Under the pink 
glow of the fairy lights, which flutter with real wings, he lays down and closes his 
eyes. The blackness returns, the quasars open up again. He begins to drift towards the 
largest of them, and gratefully feels it suck his mind clean as he floats into blessed 
oblivion. 
• 
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EIGHT 

Jez wakes several times during the night. The shades of his parents do not revisit him, 
and each time his angel sits beside him guarding him from hann. The fairies above 
the bed, quiet now, look down on him with rosy benevolence. As the acid loses its 
burn, the angel returns to her usual self, to Lex, but she is no less lovely, no less a 
saviour. The fairies become electric lights again but their pink glow remains a 
comfort. 
When Jez finally wakes from the long dark, daylight is streaming in through open 
windows. Today it's bright; the light hurts his eyes a little, but he has never been so 
glad to see the sun. Lex has gone and the fairy lights have been turned off. According 
to the clock on the wall opposite, it's past noon. There's a note by the side of the bed 
addressed to him, written in Lex's untidy scrawl. Jez forces himself to sit up and read 
it. 
"Have gone to work as usual. Didn't see much point in hanging around. I'll bring 
back some shopping and cook you a decent meal. L." 
Angry, Jez screws up the note into a paper ball and throws it at the wall, which it 
hits and bounces back, landing on the carpeted floor. Some note, he thinks, his brittle 
sense of well-being disintegrating. No concern there whatsoever. No 'Dear Jez' or 
'Love, Lexy'. Just cold, impersonal words obviously written in a hurry. So much for 
the angel. Jez supposes she's angry with him again, self righteous bitch. Lex doesn't 
approve of him dropping acid and has never done it herself, although he's often tried 
to cajole her into it. Never mind that she drinks too much alcohol and smokes too 
many cigarettes. Lex doesn't see those particular fonns of slow-suicide as dangerous. 
But a little acid is too much for Little Miss Perfect. 
Muttering an obscenity, Jez lays back down, pulling the covers up over his head to 
block out the sunlight. He feels low and dejected as he sometimes does after a vivid 
trip. The decaying bodies of his parents linger in the back of his mind but they're not 
so threatening now. Now he can feel angry with them for disturbing his fragile 
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equilibrium. He swears again, directing his curses toward them, and they fade from 
VIew. 
He drowses away much of the afternoon until the need to pee becomes 
overwhelming, then he pulls on some jeans and a sweatshirt and wanders downstairs 
to the lounge. It's cold down here; Lex, the mean cow, has left the heating off, so Jez 
lights the gas fire and soon the air in the room feels warmer. But it doesn't help the 
chill he feels inside, and the weight of depression is becoming more burdensome. He's 
half tempted to drop another dot of acid, but knows that would be a terrible risk. As it 
is, he's begun to experience a few much dreaded flashbacks. His grinning father, pools 
of watery blood where Lucia stood, the faint caress of her fingers in his hair. The 
phantasms are transparent, fleeting visions that fade quickly, but they're enough to set 
his nerves on a knife-edge. The only consolation is that when he re-checks the 
photographs, his parents have returned to them, back where they should be. 
He goes to the kitchen and drinks several glasses of water. It's cold and refreshing, 
clears his head a little. He wonders ifhe should go for a walk but decides not to. From 
experience, he knows there's nothing more frightening than experiencing flashbacks 
in the middle of a busy street. He wishes that Lex would come home, wishes that 
she'd never left him. He wouldn't have left her. But even as he thinks that, he knows 
it's a lie. Giving sympathy has never been his thing. 
Trying to offset the edginess, he turns on the radio, selecting a classical music 
channel. The soothing melodies fill the air with colour, lingering after-effects of the 
acid, but they chase away some of his anxiety. By the time Lex gets home at six 
thirty, he's beginning to feel almost normal again. He hears her slam the door behind 
her and waits for her to check on him, but she goes straight through to the kitchen 
without even putting her head around the door. Jez is forced to go to her. 
"I'm fine, thanks," he says to her rigid back. Even her hair, falling straight to her 
shoulders, seems stiff. Her reply is stiffer still. 
"Good." She busies herself with unpacking the shopping she's brought home in 
two bulging carrier bags. Jez sees cheese, ciabatta, chicken fillets, pasta, cream, and a 
large bar of chocolate, Lex's favourite food. 
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"That all looks good." Jez tries to keep his voice free of accusation, although he 
wants to ask why she abandoned him when he needed her. "What're we eating?" 
Besides, he's hungry, starving in fact, and doesn't want to piss her off so she won't 
cook for him. 
"Chicken in cream sauce with pasta." Now she turns, but doesn't look at him. She 
goes into the hallway, where she hangs up her coat, then comes back. Hating the 
silence between them, Jez is the first to break it. 
"Lexy ... 11 
"Don't you dare say sorry," she snaps, before he can go on. "You're not really, you 
never are. And I just want to forget about last night, okay?1I Her eyes dare him to say 
otherwise, so he nods. Apparently relenting, she smiles a little, although her eyes are 
sad. "Now go away and let me cook." 
Within thirty minutes, she presents him with a plate of stean1ing food, which Jez 
wolfs down, barely aware of how it tastes. Lex watches him intently as he eats, hardly 
touching her own food, and Jez finds that he enjoys her attentive scrutiny, which 
makes him feel as though he's the most important person on the planet. When he's 
finished he puts his tray on the floor and thanks her. She receives his appreciation 
with a tiny smile, but blushes and keeps her eyes downcast as she finishes her own 
meal. 
"I'll wash up, shall 17" Jez says, but Lex shakes her head. 
IIMake the most of this,ll she replies in a cool voice. "I'm only doing it because ... II 
She doesn't finish her sentence, but Jez knows instinctively what she was about to 
say: Because last night, I was afraid oflosing you. And this makes Jez feel guilty and 
ashamed for a few too-long seconds. When she's finished in the kitchen, she comes 
back into the lounge, a large glass of fresh orange juice in each hand. 
"Drink this. It's good for you." She smiles properly now, and Jez's heart squeezes 
hard; he understands that he's forgiven. For now. "That's the last thing I'm doing for 
you tonight. And I won't do it again. You have another trip like that, I'll leave the 
house for a few days and you can fend for yourself." 
Right now, Jez feels like he never wants to take another drug as long as he lives. 
Although, not so deep down, he knows that's an improbability. Still, he allows himself 
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to believe that he can resist their psychedelic lure. Besides, Lex's threat is exactly that, 
a threat empty of real meaning. She'd never see it through. 
"I'm going out later," Lex says suddenly. "You'll be okay, right?" Jez is so 
shocked, he doesn't know what to say. "Don't look like that," she says. "It's only with 
Laurence. He's having a little get together, like a reading group, at his house. He's 
been thinking about it for a while. He says I should have more of a social life, that it'll 
be good for me to get out more." 
Rockets go off in Jez's head. 
"Oh, he does, does he?" he snarls, forgetting everything she's done for him last 
night and today. "And what about me? Don't I count for anything?" He pauses, unable 
to articulate his sense of betrayal. "You'll be fucking him next, I suppose. Then you'll 
get married and have nasty little grey-haired brats that wear glasses." 
"Jez!" Lex is genuinely shocked at his outburst. "Don't be ridiculous. It's just for a 
couple of hours." She shakes her head. "Look, I won't go, if it makes you any happier. 
But - well - there's no need for you to freak out. At least I'm not picking up men ifI'm 
with Laurence. And it's something I'm really interested in." 
Although he's well aware that she's telling the truth, Jez refuses to be comforted. 
"I want to come with you," he says and sees something like alarm spark in her 
eyes, but only for a second. 
"That's crazy," she tells him. "You'll be bored. And I... 1 don't know anyone but 
Laurence and ... " 
"And what?" Jez interrupts. "You think that naughty Jez will make you look bad?" 
"No." But she does; Jezcan see it on her face. 
She's becoming exhausted by his haranguing of her, and for the second time that 
evening Jez goes for the jugular. 
"C'mon, Lexy. I could do with getting out. And well, you'll know someone else if 
I'm there, won't you?" He softens her up with a sudden smile; she can never resist his 
smile. "I'll be good, I promise." Always the same promise, always broken, and Lex, 
although she knows better, always believes him. 
"You'll be bored. You don't like reading." 
"Ah well, I'll just listen. I might learn something, mightn't I?" 
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"I should phone Laurence first." She goes to rise, but Jez grabs her hand, 
preventing her from leaving his side. 
"No. He won't mind, Lexy. Not if it's you. Will he?" He dares her to challenge 
him, and she doesn't. "Good. That's settled." 
They take a cab and amve at Laurence's town house just on time. Laurence is 
surprised to see Jez, and not too pleased either. But Jez has to admit that the man 
hides his dislike very well, and when Laurence has recovered from the surprise, he 
greets Jez charmingly. 
Inside, Laurence's house is very plain. Magnolia walls, white woodwork. In the 
high-ceilinged, old-fashioned drawing room, bookshelves line the walls, all neatly 
arranged; no doubt alphabetically and by genre, Jez thinks with an inner sneer. He and 
Lex are introduced to the people already there, a dull looking group of whom Lex - to 
Jez's intense irritation - seems immediately in awe. When they're seated, Laurence 
clears his throat and begins speaking. 
"I'm so glad you could all come." Jez sees Laurence's eyes rake him over almost 
imperceptibly, and sees the briefest hint of the familiar disapproval there. Jez smiles 
just as briefly in response. "These meetings aren't meant to be formal, and although I 
know we don't all know each other very well, I do hope we can become friends." His 
earnest eyes crease and light up in a smile. "Friends who love to chat about books. I 
know that Lex here has often said that she'd love to have a group she could talk with. 
People who have shared interests." His eyes flicker accusingly to Jez again, and Jez 
begins a slow bum. "I thought we'd discuss one set book per fortnight. We can all 
suggest what we'd like to read in turns, if that's all right with everyone?" 
There's a round of agreement, and Jez thinks they're like a herd of sheep. 
"I think we should be prepared to discuss all kinds of literature," says an effete 
young man whom Jez remembers is called Adam. "I mean, okay, we all know about 
the greats, but what about contemporary writing? There's all sorts that isn't 
mainstream. " 
"Oh, yeah," drawls Jez. "I suppose you'd mean stufflike gay literature, right?" The 
young man colours vividly. "Is that what you mean?" 
Mli\'" 
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"Well, amongst other things ... " 
"Thought so." Jez smirks. Adam reddens even more deeply, and it doesn't matter if 
Adam is gay or not, Jez knows that he's managed to ripple the stagnant water already. 
Beside him, Lex is tense, and not looking at anyone, probably embarrassed, while 
Laurence is glaring at him in frank irritation. Jez shrugs. "What?" he says, all 
innocence. "Don't you think it's important that every taste is catered for?" 
After what appears to be a brief internal struggle, Laurence smiles and nods. 
"Yes, of course. That's what we're here for, after all." Jez has to admit, the old man 
is an expert at maintaining his dignity. "I suggest that we allow Lex to choose this 
week." He beams at Lex, who smiles back with obvious delight. There's a murmur of 
agreement and Jez feels like punching Laurence, the smarmy bastard. "Good. Well 
look, why don't we all just mingle tonight, and Lex can think of what she'd like us to 
read before the end of the evening. There are plenty of drinks and snacks. So enjoy 
yourselves. " 
Laurence comes to Jez and Lex as the others begin to stand and talk amongst 
themselves. 
"I didn't think this would be your kind of thing, Jez," Laurence says. Jez, hearing 
veiled contempt in the other man's voice, treats him to a false brittle smile. 
"Well, Lexy's interested, and what interests her, interests me." Jez turns to Lex, 
lightly brushes his lips against her cheek; she smells of her favourite perfume, and Jez 
is reminded of being wrapped in her duvet, of his arousal and its explosive 
culmination. "I've been a selfish bastard in the past," he continues, dripping sincerity, 
squeezing Lex's hand in his, feeling her squeeze back, probably unconsciously. "But 
Lexy's all I have, and I have to cherish her. Isn't that right, Laurence?" 
"Well, that's very noble," Laurence says, his sincerity every bit as counterfeit as 
Jez's. "And I'm quite certain that Lex will appreciate that, at least until she gets 
married and has her own family to care for." 
Oh, yeah, J ez thinks, his fake smile plastered onto his face, and wouldn't you just 
love that to involve you? Apparently sensing victory, Laurence makes a tactical 
withdrawal, kissing Lex gently on the cheek that's unsullied by Jez's lips, before going 
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to talk to some other guests. Jez looks down at Lex, intending to say something 
offensive about Laurence, but her face, set and angry, stops him. 
"I don't know why you always have to be so horrible to Laurence," she hisses, 
wrenching her hand from out of his. "Every time the two of you meet up, it's the 
same." Her lower lip protrudes slightly in a childish pout, and Jez finds himself 
wanting to take it between his lips and suck at it. "You promised to behave, but you 
can't help yourself, can you? It's not ... Well, it's not as though he's any kind of threat 
to you." 
At this, Jez feels he can press his advantage. 
"I'm sorry. I just ... I think it's revolting, the way he slobbers over you." He pauses, 
touches her face tenderly. "He's so old, he reminds me of. .. " 
He lets the sentence hang, but his meaning is clear. Lex almost seems to gag at 
Jez's insinuation, and turns paler than ever; an expression of shamed dismay rolls 
across her face like a wave. When she replies, it's in a hushed whisper. 
"Why did you have to say that? Why d'you have to ruin everything good for me by 
bringing up horrible memories?" She sounds close to tears; Jez becomes aware of a 
faint remorse blooming inside him and knows he's gone too far. Again. But he kills 
his regret before it can mutate into something bigger, before it can make him weak 
and vulnerable. "Laurence is completely honourable. He loves me." 
"Yeah," Jez says, pouring venom into his voice at hearing how Laurence 'loves' 
Lex. "Yeah, and don't you think that's just nasty? An old man like that?" 
Lex shakes her head and walks away from him. Jez lets her go, watching as she 
joins Laurence in the group to be welcomed by strangers. Jealousy, unmanning and 
unwelcome, consumes him again and he tries to get a grip of his emotions before they 
run out of control. How can he accuse Laurence of repulsive desires, when he shares 
them? Who is the sick one? But his obsession is making him sick with desire. That's 
why he and Lex been arguing so much. He's still trying to resist it. And failing more 
every day. 
Unsettled, he leaves the room, goes next door where some others are talking. Food 
and drink have been laid out on a large polished mahogany table, and Jez pours 
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himself a glass of white wine. He goes to join Adam, who eyes him warily as he 
approaches. Maybe it's time for a little fun, instead of all this useless introspection. 
"I hope you don't think I was being rude earlier?" Jez says, disanning Adam at 
once with a blinding smile. "I just ... WelL .. " 
"You think I look the type to be into gay literature, right?" 
Jez shrugs. 
"Nothing personal. I like to read it myself." He ups the wattage of his smile, 
making sure it stays below the level of artificiality. "There's some very good stuff out 
there." Quite honestly, Jez doesn't have a clue about gay literature, but he'll bluff it if 
necessary. It appears that Adam's defences are lowering a little. He takes a long 
swallow from the bottle of lager he's drinking, then smiles. 
"So," he says, "that's your sister you're with, is it?" 
"Yeah. Lexy. She wanted to come along, but was too shy to do it on her own. So I 
offered to accompany her."Another smile, less intense but more intimate. "I'm glad I 
did." 
Is he gauging it right? Is he overdoing the flattery? No, he's keeping it subtle 
enough. 
"That's good of you, looking out for your sister," Adam's saying. "Doesn't your 
girlfriend mind?" 
Oh, what an obvious ploy. So transparent. But Jez plays along, because he finds 
that people enj oy their little cliches and are easily manipulated by them. 
"No girlfriend." 
Adam seems a little unbalanced by Jez's lightly mocking tone, and Jez wants to 
laugh. Doesn't Adam realise this is just a little game? He's no child, not like Connor. 
But he looks the inexperienced type, and they're the most easily manipulated of all 
because they're still idealistic. Jez has no intention of following this through; it's just a 
diversion to distract him from Lex's anger. 
"I'm going outside for a cigarette," Jez says. "You smoke?" 
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Adam nods, and after an initial hesitation follows Jez as he leaves the room and goes 
out the front door, which he leaves ajar. Jez lights a cigarette, then another, and hands 
it to Adam, eyes openly flirting now. Although he still seems a little reticent, Adam 
sends back positive response signals, his eyes beaconing what his natural 
shyness doesn't allow him to express verbally. They small-talk for a little while, then 
Jez throws his cigarette butt to the floor and grinds it out with the heel of his boot. 
"Well, better go in and see how Lexy's doing," he says. 
"Doesn't she work with Laurence?" Adam's eyes plead with Jez to stay. "She'll be 
okay with him, won't she?" 
"Yeah, but, you know, she likes to have me around." Jez leans forward, kisses 
Adam's mouth, just lingering long enough to feel it open, the soft under-lip moist, 
warm and cushiony. But Jez doesn't feel any real attraction, and pulls back after a 
moment. "Give me your number," he murmurs. "I'll call you soon." 
Reluctantly, unwilling to let Jez go, Adam nods and hands him a business card 
which tells Jez that he works in a literary agency, a junior assistant. It crosses Jez's 
mind that Adam - gayness aside - is probably the kind of guy who would be good for 
Lex. Attractive, sensitive, in the book game, and possibly a good bet for the future in 
financial terms. But it's too bad. Even if Adam had been straight, or bisexual for that 
matter, Jez would never have allowed Lex to be with him. Somehow, he would have 
soured it for her, as he sours everything else. Without another word, he turns and goes 
back inside, leaving Adam gaping after him. 
Lex is talking happily, animatedly, to the strangers she was so shy of less than an 
hour ago. Jez has never seen her like this before among a group of people. With his 
friends, she's diffident, almost gauche, and he knows that her awkwardness is born 
from a deep-seated insecurity. Now it fll:lly dawns on him that he likes her that way; it 
gives him mastery over her and he doesn't want to relinquish his privileged position. 
But he plasters on another pretend smile as he approaches, and is pleased to note 
that Lex instantly makes room for him; he's favoured with that special look she 
reserves only for him. 
"Having fun?" he asks, giving her a light peck on the cheek, feeling her lean into 
him almost indiscemibly, a tiny instinctive movement as her body is drawn toward 
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his. She smiles into his eyes and nods. Laurence, who was laughing at some joke, 
stops and regards Jez with a guarded expression. It's as though a black cloud has 
covered the sun. Jez makes a show of looking at his wristwatch. 
"It's getting late," he observes. "Shall I go and order a cab?" Lex hesitates for a 
second, and Jez continues before she can refuse. "After all, you don't want to be up 
too late if you have work tomorrow." He smiles at Laurence, integrity seeping from 
every pore. "I know she's your favourite, but we can't allow her to take liberties, 
right?" Before either of them can reply, Jez walks a little distance away and calls a 
cab from his mobile. "Ten minutes," he tells Lex when he returns to the group. "Have 
you decided what book we're discussing next time?" 
"You mean you want to come back?" Lex says. Jez is not overjoyed to see 
something like dismay in her eyes, but covers it easily. He has, of course, no intention 
of coming back. If he has his way, Lex won't come back either. 
"Yeah. 'Course I do. So, what have you decided on?" 
"Oh. Well. I thought we could discuss someone like Austen. Maybe Sense and 
Sensibility. If that's okay?" 
"Your choice, Lex," Laurence says. "I'll pass the word around." 
They say their goodbyes, and soon the hoot of the taxi's horn tells them it's time to 
leave. 
"Did you enjoy yourself?" Jez asks of Lex once they're settled into the back seat. 
Lex nods. 
"It was good. They seem a friendly group. And I felt. .. At home." 
"Ah." Jez puts all his feelings into that one sound, and Lex loses all the cool 
hauteur she's managed to keep up since the night of the party. He feels her hand slide 
into his, feels her fingers intertwining with his. 
"It's not ... I don't ... " She's struggling for words. "I'd never shut you out, Jez. You 
must know that?" Say you know that, her eyes plead. Don't make me humiliate myself 
for you, because you know, ifJ have to, J will. But he does make her, because it's gone 
too far now, and he's not going to stop it. He can't stop it. "I just need something for 
me, that's all mine. Please tell me you understand?" 
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The 'please' and the tone it's said in sways him. He raises her hand to his mouth, 
turns it over and kisses the palm, hears her sigh. 
"Yeah. Okay. 1..." 
The cab pulls up outside their house and Jez falls silent; the moment is broken and 
gone. He pays the driver and they get out. Sitting on the steps, waiting for them, is 
Jimmy Miller. 
"Oh fuck," Jez says as he sees Jimmy get up and approach them. From the way 
he's weaving, Jimmy's obviously blind drunk, and he's heading straight for Lex, who 
takes a step backward, almost slipping off the kerb. 
"You bloody bitch!" Jimmy yells. His voice echoes down the otherwise empty 
street. "You let me screw you but you won't return my calls. I have to go through 
him." He glares at Jez from maddened eyes. 
"C'mon, Jimmy, calm down." Jez says, and now Jimmy turns on him. 
"Fucking shut up, Jez! I bet you've both been having a bloody good laugh, haven't 
you?" His voice rises. "Stupid Jimmy Miller. Let's playa game with him. I bet it was 
all down to you, too, Jez. It's your style, isn't it? Oh yeah. I can hear it now. Let's ... 
let's let Jimmy believe that Lex likes him." 
"I do like you, Jimmy." Lex sounds scared and Jez tries again to defuse Jimmy's 
anger. 
"Jimmy, look, you've got it all wrong. Let's go inside and talk about this quietly ... " 
J ez gets no further with his invitation, because Jimmy launches himself at him, 
fists flying, and knocks Jez off balance, forcing the breath out of him as he lands 
heavily on his back. He feels a fist make contact with his mouth, feels his lips squash 
against his teeth and tastes rich warm blood. Jimmy's whisky-fumed panting gusts in 
his face as he shouts obscenities. Jez hears Lex screaming, and then feels another 
blow crash land, this time on his left eye. Flares explode in his skull and his sight goes 
black and red. 
"I'm calling the police!" he hears Lex warn in a high pitched, near hysterical voice. 
"Jimmy, if you don't stop this right now, I'm going to do it. I mean it, get off him." 
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Amazingly, Jez feels the pressure on him ease. Jimmy, even full of alcohol-fuelled 
rage, seems to have taken Lex's threat seriously, because he stops in mid-punch and 
turns to look at her. 
"Yeah, call the fucking police, why don't you?" But he lowers his fist and stands, 
sounding almost sober now. He gives Lex a shove and she staggers backward, then 
Jimmy shakes his head in disgust. "You're a fucking slut, Lex. You just used me to 
make yourself feel good. And he's no better." His face clouds with fury again, and 
then he kicks Jez viciously in the ribs with a booted foot, eliciting a muffled cry, 
shoves Lex again so hard that she falls backward, tripping over Jez and landing beside 
him. "Both of you, you're just users. Fucking users." 
He goes off down the street, and through his punched eye and blurred vision, J ez 
sees Lex begin to press numbers on her mobile as she sits on the pavement beside 
him. Jez puts out a shaking hand and stops her. 
"Leave it," he whispers though an agonised mouth that's rapidly swelling. He 
remembers what he'd said to Jimmy on the telephone and knows that he deserves 
what he's got. 
"Don't be ridiculous," Lex moans. "Look what he's done to you. You need an 
ambulance at least." 
"Lexy, please just leave it, okay?" He squeezes her hand hard. "Please, Lexy?" 
"Jez... " 
"Please?" 
"But you're so hurt" 
"Nothing that won't recover on its own." He smiles, despite the pain in his mouth 
,i 
I
and the throbbing inside his skull. "You can look after me, Lexy. Can't you?" I 
!Now he sees her face soften, and after another second's hesitation, she nods. 
"Always," she says. "Come on, let's go inside." 
And together, they struggle to their feet and head toward the house. 
""'2.··i~ ~________",~::~~';'l*t1 
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Jez leans on me as we cross the pavement and struggle up the short set of steps that 
leads to our home. For such a slim man, he's heavy, and I'm afraid of falling under his 
weight. His breathing sounds harsh in my ear, as though every gasp is an effort, and I 
wonder if perhaps Jimmy broke something when he kicked Jez, maybe staved in his 
ribs. Punctured a lung. Jez should go to hospital, but he won't and I can't force him. 
But I'm terrified that he'll suddenly start coughing up blood. Or maybe he'll have a 
brain haemorrhage from when Jimmy was pounding his head against the pavement, 
and ... 
Images of Jez going into a coma flood my imagination but I block them out, trying 
to be practical. First, I have to get my key out of my purse and I can't do that with Jez 
leaning on me. 
"Can you stand on your own?" I ask. In the street light, his face is a bilious yellow, 
distorted by lines of pain. He nods, then winces, as though even that small movement 
is too much effort. 
"Fuck," he mumbles through an already swollen mouth. Blood trails a thin line 
down his chin. "Jesus. It hurts." 
"I know. I know. But I have to get my key out." He gives a harsh cough, then 
moans. Panic wells up in my chest and whirls in my head. "Jez?" Please don't cough 
up blood. Please don't go unconscious. Please don't die. 
"I'm okay." With obvious difficulty, he withdraws from me and leans against the 
wall outside the door. 
I rummage through my bag searching for my purse, watching Jez warily as I do so. 
The purse is right at the bottom of my bag. Of course. I haul it into the open, and get 
my key out. As I try to fit it into the lock, I find my hands are shaking badly; I miss 
the lock several times before the key slides home. I tum to Jez - his eyes are closed 
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and he looks as though he's about to faint. Panic threatens again, but I manage to 
control it, keeping my voice steady as I persuade him to move. 
"Come on, lez, just a few steps." 
Again he drapes an arm over my shoulders and limps along through the hall into 
the lounge, where he struggles to lie on the couch, inching down carefully, gasping 
with pain, until finally he sinks onto the cushions like he's dead. His chest rises and 
falls in small movements, his breathing rapid and shallow. I hover around, not sure 
what to do. In the glare of the overhead light he looks even worse than he did outside. 
Ashen, almost grey, his face is flecked with bright blood, his left eye swollen and 
closed. Blood from his split lips has dripped onto his T-shirt where it spreads across 
the fabric. God only knows what state his side is in. 
"Can you sit up?" I ask him, trying to sound encouraging, but my voice is unsteady 
and I know I just sound afraid. 
Groaning, Jez hauls himself into a semi upright position and I help him remove his 
jacket. The exertion taxes his strength and he falls back onto the upholstery, muttering 
obscenities under his breath. 
"I really think you should go to A and E," I tell him, but he stubbornly refuses, and 
I want to shake him for being so obstinate. 
"No, Lex. I just want to stay here, okay?" 
He opens his right eye, and I see determination there, alongside the pain. He's not 
about to change his mind. And I guess I owe him - the fight was about me. Jez was 
hurt because of me. I have to make up for it somehow. I don't want Jez to suffer for 
my mistakes. But... What if he's really hurt? I'd never forgive myself if anything 
happened because I didn't override lez's decision. But as usual it's useless arguing 
with him, and I give in. 
"All right," I agree. "I'll have to look after you the best I can then. But I'm not a 
doctor, Jez. I don't want to make things worse." 
"You won't." 
"If you pass out, I'm calling an ambulance." 
Tears well up in my eyes, because as well as feeling guilty, I'm experiencing a 
sense of total inadequacy. I don't know what to do, except clean up the blood and put 
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antiseptic cream on the obvious injuries. Forcing myself not to fall apart, I go upstairs 
to the bathroom and see what we've got that might be useful. When I have what I 
think I might need - just the ointment and a lot of cotton wool - I go down to the 
kitchen, run some warm water into a large bowl and add salt to it. Salt helps wounds 
to heal, I seem to remember. 
"Okay, this'll probably hurt," I tell him, once I've got everything sorted out on the 
coffee table. 
"It already hurts," he mutters, his words distorted by his swollen mouth. "Just get 
on with it." 
I put a small towel beneath his head, dip a large wad of cotton wool in the salt 
water and gingerly apply it to his eye, careful not to apply too much pressure. The salt 
water stings, and Jez responds with a yelp of pain. Water and blood drips down onto 
the towel beneath his head and a dark stain flows across the fabric. 
"I know. I know," I soothe. "I'm sorry. You should be in hospital." 
"Christ, Lexy, stop saying that." 
He continues to moan as I finish up cleaning his eye, and then start on his mouth. 
Salt water trickles between his lips and he grimaces, then spits out bloody fluid; I 
hope none of his teeth have been loosened. Afterwards, I apply antiseptic to the 
injuries. By now, I feel a little nauseous. But I'm not finished yet. 
"I have to look at where Jimmy kicked you. That bastard ... " 
"Yeah. Yeah, okay, Lexy. Forget about Jimmy for now." 
I can't understand why he's not furious. I want to give Jimmy the same treatment 
he's given Jez; he didn't have to do this to him. I deserved it more than he did. Oh 
God, what a mess. 
I pull up Jez's blood-stained T-shirt. There are already two massive bruises, perfect 
imprints of Jimmy's toe-caps. Gently I run a still-shaking hand across his skin, 
pressing carefully. Jez moans as I do so, and I withdraw my hand, almost in tears 
again because his pain is mine; I feel it as he does. 
"Can you breathe okay?" I ask anxiously, and he nods. 
"Yeah. I mean, it hurts, but I don't think I'm about to have a collapsed lung or 
anything." He reads my thoughts easily, and smiles lop-sidedly, then winces and puts 
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a hand to his mouth. I'You watch too much shit on TV, that's your trouble." He smiles 
again. "You know what I need? A big fat joint to take the pain away. Roll me one, 
Lexy?" 
"I don't know... " Surely he shouldn't have drugs in his state? Mightn't the effects 
mask any incipient signs of head trauma? 
"Just to kill the pain," he repeats. "Medicinal. C'mon, Lexy. Please?" 
After my initial reservation, I reconsider. Maybe it's a good idea after all. Jez needs 
pain relief, and I need calming down after the shock. Marijuana's good for both, isn't 
it? After all, Jez isn't showing any signs of imminent coma; he's alert and aware. Jez is 
right, I do watch too much shit on TV, and I've let my imagination take control. I rise 
from my kneeling position beside him, get the gear, then kneel back down and begin 
rolling a joint. I'm not very good at it. Jez usually makes them, and now my hands 
won't stop trembling. The tobacco spills everywhere, over my trousers and onto the 
carpet. I heat the resin, pure Moroccan gold, the best Jez can afford, crumble it up, 
and mix a hefty dose in with the tobacco, then roll the cigarette paper. The scent from 
the warmed drug hangs in the air already, sweet and distinctive, and I inhale it as I fit 
in a roach. The aroma by itself is comforting, and I can almost understand how people 
become dependent on it. 
I let Jez have the first drag. He takes a huge lungful, and I'm surprised he can 
smoke with his mouth so swollen. But smoke he does, following the first drag with an 
even bigger one, like he's sucking in oxygen. He lets the surplus smoke curl out 
through half-open lips and sighs with pleasure. 
"Mmm. Strong," he murmurs. I take the joint from him. The end's a little bloody, 
and when I smoke from it, I taste blood, savour it because it's Jez's. The marijuana 
hits my brain like a blow. My senses become heightened. The smoke in my mouth has 
texture; I can almost eat it. Maybe I've made the joint a little too strong though, 
because I begin to feel nauseated and somewhat disconnected from my body. After a 
moment, I rest my head on Jez's uninjured side, taking deep breaths. In and out. In 
and out. He expels air as though I've hurt him, but he doesn't move my head. Beneath 
my cheek, his T-shirt feels stiff with blood and I want to remove it, explore his warm 
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skin with my mouth. Lick it. Lick it. Taste the blood. Kiss down to the line of dark 
hair that rises above his waistband, that disappears below it. 
Jez takes the joint and inhales again. 
"I'm sorry Jimmy hurt you." My voice slurs as I move my lips against the rough­
textured fabric. The urge to lick becomes stronger; the words pour from my mouth 
like treacle, warm and thick. Jez's hand settles on my head like a butterfly, his fingers 
playing with individual strands of hair, sending ripples of sensation right through my 
body, and I wish he'd fill the emptiness that's opening inside me. Jez's fingers 
continue their relentless stroking, winding my hair into ringlets. Arousal throbs like a 
second heart. I can't concentrate on what he's saying. 
"It's not your fault. What happened with Jimmy." Echoes of word-waves eddy 
around me. Jez sounds stoned too, or maybe it's just the marijuana continuing to affect 
my perception. He stops his stroking and the emptiness inside me becomes a black 
hole, but I try to answer coherently. 
"Yes it is. I led him on. I let him think ... Let him hope." 
"Stupid bastard." Something like a laugh issues from Jez's throat. "He thinks he's 
in love with you. He doesn't understand that one fuck doesn't make a relationship. But 
I set him straight. Yesterday. That's why he hit me. He couldn't stand hearing the 
truth." 
I attempt to absorb this information, to envisage the conversation, and I can 
imagine Jez's voice, casually cruel, telling Jimmy that he meant nothing to me. I can 
imagine too Jimmy's angry hurt, see his crushed expression. But it doesn't make what 
he did right. Jez doesn't deserve this. 
"You should try to get some sleep," I venture. 
"Don't need to sleep." But he sounds distant. I look up. He's holding the joint 
loosely in the fingers of his unoccupied hand; his other hand remains on my head, like 
a priest blessing a sinner. He opens his uninjured eye and hands me the cigarette. 
"Cmon, Lexy, let yourself go. Let it all go. Jimmy's not important." 
"What is?" 
II 
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He tucks a stray piece of hair behind my ear, letting his fingertip brush the skin as 
he does so, and begins to twist around the earring I'm wearing. I sit still and 
acquiescent, letting him do whatever he wants. 
"We're important, Lexy." 
His eyelid droops, and despite what he said about not wanting to sleep, he seems 
drowsy, like a bee who's had too much nectar. I don't want him to be drowsy 
anymore; my skin's tingling where he's touched me and my head feels like it's aflame. 
"No one else matters. Give me the dope." He holds out his hand, begins to smoke 
again. "Fuck. This is really strong. What're you trying to do to me?" 
He begins to laugh, holding his side, swearing and laughing at the same time. His 
lips, which were beginning to scab over, re-open and more blood trickles down his 
chin and again, I want to lick it away. Jez mutters another curse, but he can't seem to 
stop laughing, which amuses and frightens me at the same time. I think that maybe the 
drug is masking symptoms of a head injury, and have to stop imagining that 
tomorrow, when I wake, I'll find him dead in his bed from a brain haemorrhage and 
it'll be my fault because I let him laugh too much. 
"I'm gonna let you make all my roll-ups from now on," he tells me; his voice has 
sobered a little, but laughter still lurks in his tone. The joint's almost finished by now; 
just a stub remains. I take it from him, inhale what's left, and then crush it out in the 
ashtray. "I bet Laurence doesn't do this, does he?" 
Where did that come from? Why is he talking about Laurence, of all people? 
Better not to ask, I decide. 
"Laurence doesn't get himself beaten up either," I say instead. 
Jez chuckles. 
"Saint Laurence." He pauses. His chest rises and falls, rises and falls. Long 
seconds pass and I think he's falling asleep. I settle myself against him once more. 
When he speaks again, his voice is a low rumble that startles me. "He wants to fuck 
you." The tone is vicious. 
"Thought you said he wanted you." I try to make a joke of it, try to lighten Jez's 
sudden dark mood but he's become deadly serious. All the laughter has died away. 
"You won't let him, will you?" 
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There's unmistakeable jealousy in his voice now. I try to move my head so I can 
look up at him, but he keeps me pressed firmly down against his chest, so I just 
mumble, "No," instead. His hand falls back onto my hair, caressing again, his touch 
more certain, more insistent. 
"I don't want you to let him. Because he's too old for you, Lexy. And he can't give 
you what you need. " 
His fingers move to the back of my neck, where they part my hair and skim across 
my skin. The second heartbeat pounds harder than ever, all through my body but 
centred. Centred. Does he know what he's doing to me, or are his caresses an 
involuntary tenderness? 
"I don't love Laurence," I whisper. Jez is pressing on the vertebrae of my neck 
now, light pressure, harder pressure, fingertips stroking, continuing to keep my head 
in position so I can't raise it. "You know I don't." 
"Who do you love?" he asks. "Who do you love, Lexy?" 
"You know." Why is he interrogating me this way? Is he deliberately tormenting 
me after all? I want to sob. 
"Tell me." He releases the pressure and lets me up to look at him at last. His open 
eye stares intently into mine, and my head swims. "Who do you love?" 
"You." 
"How do you love me, Lexy?" 
"Stop it, Jez. You're hurt and stoned and this conversation can't go anywhere." 
My high has suddenly worn off; now I just feel afraid. Of my desperate addiction 
to him. Of the way he plays me, a virtuoso plucking at my emotions. Of the way he 
always lets me come crashing down. Every time he does it, a little piece of me 
shatters and I can't take much more. He sees the fear in my eyes and smiles carefully. 
More blood oozes from his injured mouth and he wipes it away, leaving a sticky red 
smear on the back of his hand. Now he reaches up and grasps the little crucifix I 
always wear, the last physical reminder I have left of my mother now the silk jacket's 
ruined. He rubs the silver between his fingers and I wonder if he's trying to gain 
strength from it. But no. Jez doesn't believe in anything beyond the here and now. 
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"You know things have changed, right?" he says. I shake my head, not daring to 
believe, but I remember how he had kissed my hand in the cab, before Jimmy beat 
him up. Soft and loving, intimate and intense in a way that Jez has never been with 
me before. Not even the kiss we shared two days before was that profound, because 
he was still playing stupid mind games. But I mustn't let myself be fooled into 
thinking that he's serious now. Tomorrow he'll pretend none of this happened, and ... 
"Lexy?" He pulls on the chain harder and it snaps. The little crucifix drops onto his 
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chest, and I protest, put out a hand to retrieve it. His other hand closes around my 
wrist. "Leave it. It's in the past, Lexy. It's all gone. Our parents, our lovers. There's 
~ only us now. That's what you want, isn't it? Isn't it, Lexy?" 
Mute, I nod. If he's acting a part, he's very convincing. 
"Roll us another joint." 
I want to say he's had enough; I certainly have. But I obey him almost mindlessly, 
moving away from him to the coffee table and numbly going through the motions. 
He's right about one thing though: there's only us now. Here. The rest of the world 
doesn't exist, it's disappeared around us. Jez struggles to sit up, his movements 
hampered by pain; the crucifix falls to the floor, where I leave it. He looks down at 
me in my kneeling position, takes my wrist again and pulls. But there's no strength in 
his action, so I get off the floor and perch next to him on the edge of the couch. I give 
him the joint and light it for him, but shake my head when he offers it to me. I watch 
him smoke and wonder when he'll pass out, exhausted from the dope and everything 
that's happened tonight. But he doesn't. Jez is stronger than he looks. Not like me. I'm 
every bit as weak as I appear. 
"Were you awake that night?" he asks. At first, I wonder what he's referring to, 
then I remember and flush. He's never mentioned this before, and I'd decided it was a 
dream after all. 
"What night?" But my face feels as though it's alight, and I know I'm giving 
myself away. 
"You know." 
-
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I shake my head in denial, but he sees right through me. To cover my sudden 
awkwardness, I snatch the roll-up from him and take a drag. 
"I thought, after, that I should say sorry," he says, taking the joint back. "But I was 
never sure if you knew what was happening and I was afraid of mentioning it. But 
you did know, didn't you, Lexy? Didn't you?" Slowly I nod. "Do I need to apologise?" 
I shake my head again. No. "Because it was good, wasn't it?" I nod again. Yes. He 
slowly blows smoke out of his mouth into my face and I inhale it. The arousal 
becomes more intense; my trousers seem so restricting I want to remove them. Sitting 
half upright, he puts out a hand and lightly touches my breast, making slow concentric 
~ circles on the fabric of my top, inward toward the peak. I put my hand over his, but he 
shakes his head and removes it. Now both hands go under my top, and he unfastens 
my bra, his hands find bare skin. Jez's touch is sure and certain; instinct tells him how 
to touch me. So different from Jimmy's ineffectual fumbling. 
"Don't move," Jez instructs. "Don't make a sound." 
But it's hard to do as he commands because the slow stimulation is driving me into 
a frenzy and I want to move against him and I want to touch him and I want to let go 
the words that crowd on my tongue. 
His hands continue their exploration. Every time I shift or go to touch him, he 
pulls them away and waits until I'm motionless, a still life. Every time I make a 
sound, a moan perhaps, or even a sigh, he stops, and waits until I'm silent. All the 
time, he watches me fixedly, not taking his gaze from my face, watching my every 
expression, and I forget everything but the mesmeric force of his stare and the 
inexorable rhythms of my body. I am blind sensation, no longer an individual. I only 
exist because Jez allows it. 
One of his hands leaves its post and a lone finger slowly trails down across my 
belly, where it plays with the top button of my trousers. His thumb joins its 
companion and together they unfasten it. I hold my breath, trying desperately not to 
make a sound, trying to remain still, because I can't let him stop. This has to continue 
to whatever ending he's leading me to. He frees the other buttons, one, two, three, 
four, and his hand slides lower, lower, still in circles, and I want to move, to open 
myself, as he touches me, his fingers sliding in wet heat, rubbing gently, almost 
101 Clutching Shadow 
imperceptibly. Unbearable pleasure. His other hand continues to massage my breasts; 
my nipples have reached that point of arousal where it becomes pain. Unable to stop 
it, a sob issues from my throat and all the caressing stops at once. Slowly, Jez shakes 
his head. 
"Naughty Lexy. No treats for naughty girls." He smirks, seeming to have forgotten 
the hurt from his injuries because this time he doesn't wince. "Are you going to be a 
good girl, Lexy? Don't speak." 
Even through the heavy haze of lust, my mind tells me that Jez sounds exactly like 
our father, screams it, but it doesn't seem to matter. Absolute complicity is the only 
option, so I just stare at him, willing him to continue and after a few seconds he does, 
and I close my eyes in submission. I bite my lips together harder and harder together, 
hurting myself, tasting blood as my heart thuds, as the pressure inside me increases, 
building up and up until it bursts outward in a shimmering flash of violent shuddering 
that leaves me weak, sobbing and helpless. Jez's anns go up and around me, pulling 
me down against his chest, and begins the slow, soft stroking of my hair again. 
"Who do you love, Lexy?" he asks yet again, but his voice isn't quite steady, as 
though my weeping rapture has infected him. Without hesitation, I reply. 
"You." My tears stop, and I look up at him; his hand drops from my hair to my 
face, cupping my chin lightly. I move my hand down his body. He's so hard it's like 
touching stone, but again he shakes his head and removes my hand. "Why not? I want 
to." 
"Soon," he says. "Tonight I just wanted to ... pleasure you. That's all." He glances 
over at the clock. "We should get some sleep now. Help me upstairs, Lexy?" 
I want to argue with him. I want to ask him what game he's playing now, if he is 
playing a game. Does he loves me as I love him? I want to hear him say it, so I know 
it's real. But I don't argue and I don't ask the questions I long to ask. I'm afraid that if I 
push it, he'll reject me for good, and after feeling his hands on my body, after feeling 
the ecstasy of his touch, I can't risk it. So I do as he asks, and we make our way 
upstairs. I help him get into his bed. He turns away at once, and as I watch, falls 
asleep within seconds. 
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Dejected by his easy transition into sleep, I contemplate getting into bed beside 
him, then discard the idea and trail into my empty room and cold bed. The memory of 
what he did to me keeps running through my head. Every tiny caress on every 
millimetre of flesh. I want him again; the frustration almost makes me scream, and in 
the end, I have to be satisfied with my own lonely touch, and pictures of Jez in my 
head. 
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TEN 

Four hours later, wiped out from the night's excesses, I get up for work. It's tempting 
to call in sick. Jez is badly hurt, and if something happens to him ... No. Nothing's 
going to happen to him. Besides, I can't let Laurence down again. And if I'm truthful, 
I'm afraid to stay. I'm afraid that if! do, Jez will laugh at me, tell me that last night 
was a mistake, something that happened under the influence of pain and marijuana. 
So I drag myself along the corridor to the bathroom, passing Jez's room as I go. For a 
moment, I lean against his door, grasping the handle. I want to go in. From inside, I 
hear the sound of deep, even sleep. I want to get into his soft dark bed. I want to 
snuggle up to his warmth and inhale his scent. Make love to him. But I'm so afraid he 
won't want me. 
A lump forms in my throat, tears sting my eyes. Angrily, I knuckle them away. I'm 
too emotional. But the imprint of his hands still burn into my skin, and the delirium of 
ecstasy continues to ripple through my body. I want it again. All the time. How am I 
supposed to think about anything else? 
But I must, so I remove myself from his doorway, go to the bathroom and lock 
myself in. Beneath the unforgiving overhead light my skin is pallid, almost 
translucent, like I'm suffering from a long term illness. Terminally infected with Jez. 
Stripping off my nightshirt, I examine my body. It doesn't look any different but it 
feels changed. I cup my breasts, watching myself in the mirror as I touch my swollen 
nipples. If I close my eyes, I can pretend my hands are Jez's. It's harder to visualize in 
this stark brightness; in the dark my hands become his with ease. But I have a good 
imagination. This is Jez touching me here. And here. And inside here. I'm a little sore 
here from the night's compulsion to continue the pleasure that Jez had given me, but I 
can't stop. Soon I'm gasping like a landed fish on the bathroom floor, and after, I just 
want to go back to bed. But I gather myself together, wash and dress, and finally step 
out into the cold, drizzly morning. 
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Laurence assaults me with a beaming smile as soon as I walk into the shop. He comes 
bustling up, almost rubbing his hands with glee. 
"Everyone loved you last night," he tells me, the words bursting out of him, so I 
know he's been impatient to tell me. "They all said how delightful you are." He beams 
again. "I hope you enjoyed yourself too?" 
The meaning of his question doesn't register at once; my mind's not here, or at 
Laurence's house, but in bed with Jez. When I don't answer at once, Laurence's face 
loses its smile, and he looks concerned. 
"Oh dear. You were bored, weren't you? I knew you would be. They were all too 
conservative ... " 
"No. No, Laurence. It was a lovely evening." But there's little enthusiasm in my 
voice, and of course, Laurence picks up on it. 
"You don't look too well today," he says. 
"I'm all right. Just didn't get much sleep." It's not really a lie, but can't look at him, 
and an awkward silence follows, which I feel compelled to break. "Better get on. Got 
loads of cataloguing to do." Then I leave him standing, imagining the expression of 
puzzlement that I know will crease his face. 
For a few hours, Laurence leaves me alone, and I work in the solitary coolness of 
the basement, sorting through the new books we've received. There's nothing 
particularly old or valuable there, at least at first glance, but I have to put it all into 
our database, and make handwritten notes too, because Laurence still believes in the 
old-fashioned way of doing things. Today I bless his ultra-carefulness because it 
keeps me busy. But I'm easily distracted by thoughts of Jez, of what he said last night; 
Who do you love, Lexy? How do you love me, Lexy? There's only us now. That's what 
you want, isn't it? Isn't it, Lexy? And I can't stop wrapping my arms around myself, 
pretending that he's holding me, and when the fantasy wears off and reality returns, 
the disappointment is acute. I must stop this; it's ridiculous. Jez won't be thinking 
about me. Even if he's awake, which I doubt, he probably won't even remember what 
happened between us. He'll just remember how Jimmy worked him over and blame 
me for causing the problem in the first place. Once these thoughts have intruded, I 
can't seem to stop them. By the time Laurence returns to join me, I'm really miserable. 
-------_~t·.[{' 
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"Something's wrong, isn't it?" he asks, and I will myself not to cry. Instead, I force 
a bright smile. 
"No. Not really. And I'm sorry if! was off with you earlier. It was very rude of 
me." 
"Want to talk about it?" Oh, give it up, Laurence. Why do you always have to do 
this if! even have as much as a tiny frown on my face? It's becoming old. "You seem 
upset." He looks at his watch. "It's lunchtime. I could close up, if you like. We could 
eat together." 
"I'm not hungry, but thanks anyway." I don't want to eat with Laurence; that might 
mislead him, and he must have no doubt that we're only friends. Maybe we can't even 
be that anymore, if this continues, because I have a kind of terrible compUlsion to tell 
him the truth. It sits on my tongue, demanding to be released. But Laurence would 
never understand about the way I love Jez and how it's more powerful than any taboo. 
On the spur of the moment, I make up a lie. "I - er - I've met someone." 
"Met someone ... ?" His face falls spectacularly, and he doesn't even try to cover his 
disappointment. "When?" 
"Couple of weeks ago." The untruth trips easily off my tongue convincingly, so I 
think. I try to ignore the hurt look on his face, but I feel under threat and I'm 
becoming increasingly tense. I should have stayed quiet, said nothing, but it's too late 
now, so I have to continue the deception. "1 didn't mention it before because - well - it 
was all moving so fast and ... Well, after Jez and I left your place last night, there he 
was, waiting for me." Not such a terrible fiction after all, partially accurate, in that 
Jimmy was waiting. I hurry on with my lie before the ensuing silence makes me 
scream. I'm starting to feel a little dizzy. "It's all getting a bit heavy. I care for him 
more than I should, and I don't know if he feels the same way. So I'm sorry if Pm 
preoccupied... " Almost the truth. No, absolutely the truth. I don't know how Jez 
really feels. 
Laurence stares at me. I can see he's struggling with the need to interrogate me. 
Only his natural politeness stops him from doing so. As Laurence scrutinises my face, 
I can't meet his eyes, and I feel so nervous that I'm afraid I'm going to throw up. My 
heart's thudding so loud I'm sure he can hear it Silently, I pray. Please Laurence, 
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don't ask any awkward questions. But it's not to be. I should have kept my big mouth 
shut, or told him it was none of his business. Laurence cares for me. Too much. I've 
allowed him to become too close. 
"Why do you let these men walk all over you, Lex?" he says, obviously angry. 
Briefly I wonder what he means by 'these men', because I don't recall making a habit 
of discussing who I see with Laurence, but I'm distracted by his anger. It's interesting. 
I've never seen Laurence angry before. Irritated, yes, but never angry. I didn't know he 
was capable of it, and it's kind of fascinating. Scary, too. 
"I don't ... " 
"Yes, you do. Jez is a perfect case in point, isn't he?" 
Oh God, not back to Jez again. Why does Laurence keep harping on about Jez? 
Why can't he just let it go? 
"Your brother's always giving you trouble, isn't he? Last night, he went out of his 
way to cause problems." He pauses. "I hate to say this to you, Lex, but he's a user. He 
controls you, and you let him because you're afraid. I'm not stupid. I can see how it 
is." He pauses again, and his voice softens. "And now you're letting someone else do 
it all over again. It's not healthy, Lex. You should move out, get yourself a proper life 
and a proper, respectful relationship." 
N ow I almost laugh. Not healthy. That's right. One day it might just kill me. But I 
don't care. And at least Laurence has swallowed the lie whole. 
"Laurence, please keep out of it, okay? You don't know ... " 
"Has this man hurt you, Lex? If he's hurt you ... " 
"No. No, Laurence. He hasn't touched me." Liar! Liar! What about last night when 
his hands were on my breasts, when his fingers were inside me? Oh. God. "Leave it. 
Please?" I arm my biggest weapon. "If you don't, I'm going to have to stop working 
here, and we won't be able to be friends. My personal life's none of your business." 
And now Laurence shows that he's almost as controlled by me as I am by Jez, 
because he almost reels backward in shock. After a long hesitation, he blinks hurt­
blackened eyes, and then nods. 
"All right, Lex." His voice is choked with disappointment. "I'm sorry you feel that 
way. But if you ever need me ... " 
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"I know, I know. You're here." I turn my back on him, begin writing, and I hear 
Laurence's footsteps drag away and up the stairs. I feel horribly ashamed that I had to 
lie, that I was so unkind to him. But he forced me to it, and now I feel truly isolated, 
except for Jez, and I don't know how he'll be when I see him tonight. 
I don't see Laurence the rest of the day; he's obviously avoiding me. Although I'm 
relieved, I feel guilty, and empty at the rift in our friendship. At five-thirty, I say a 
brief, remote goodbye to him. On the way home, the fear returns. Jez might reject me. 
He might not even be at home. He hasn't called the shop. If he cared, wouldn't he have 
called me? 
By the time I get to the house I'm a nervous vneck, shaking so much that trying to 
get the key in the lock becomes a repeat of last night's fumbling. By the time I get 
inside, I'm hyperventilating, and when Jez comes into the hallway, I have to lean 
against the wall. His presence paralyses me. When he smiles, I can't stop tears from 
leaking from beneath my lashes. 
I feel his warmth surround me. 
"What's wrong with you?" he asks. His voice, still distorted because of his hurt 
mouth, is concerned, amused and irritated at the same time. "Jesus, Lexy, you don't 
seem very happy to see me." He tilts my chin upward. "Why won't you look at me? 
Open your eyes." 
I do. His face is still swollen, of course, but he looks perfect to me. 
"What's the problem?" he asks. 
"I've had a crappy day." Slowly, I begin to relax. "But I'm okay now." 
He kisses me softly on the forehead, then on each eye, licking away my tears with 
the pointed tip of his tongue; his hands drop to my breasts. I sigh, shuddering at his 
touch. Then he breaks contact and steps backward. 
"Good." 
"Are you okay, Jez?" He seems out of it, but I can't smell any dope, and I don't 
think he's taken anything else because his eyes - eye - is focussed, and there's no 
dilation or contraction of the pupil. 
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"I'm great," he says. "I ache all over, my mouth hurts, I can't see properly, and my 
side feels like it's been staved in. But I feel great. Get your coat off. I've got 
something to show you." 
"What?" His excitement is infectious, intoxicating, and as I take off my coat and 
put away my bag, the familiar build up of energy grows inside me. At last I can let 
this horrible day go. Impatient, he grabs my hand and pulls me along to the cellar 
door. He's going to let me see the painting he's been working on. Finally, I'm going to 
be allowed to view it. 
"I hope you like it, Lexy." Now Jez sounds apprehensive, and I want to kiss him 
and tell him that of course I'll like it, I'd like any painting he did of me. But I keep my 
cool, because there's still a tiny bit of me that doesn't quite trust him, that says he's 
still being manipulative. 
Once we're in the cellar, he makes me close my eyes and leads me across the floor. 
When he stops, I can sense his tension. 
"It's not quite finished yet," he says. "I can't finish it without you. But open your 
eyes." 
In front of me is a huge canvas about six feet in length. He's depicted me lying 
down, legs slightly apart, an impression of a nude. My body is white. My hair, my 
mouth, my nipples and the hair at my groin, are painted flaming scarlet, shocking 
against the lustrous skin. My slit is a darker shade of blood-red, the opening to a 
crimson cave. My facial expression is somewhat distorted in a scream of passion and 
desire. On canvas, I've become beautiful in a way I can never be in flesh. Is this how 
he sees me, a body of brilliance and light? Is my hair really that bright, my skin that 
pearlescent? Do my eyes really glow like radioactive aquamarines? Am I so perfect to 
him? 
"I don't know what to say." And it's true. Words fail me, and I can't stop looking at 
what he's created. In paint and colour, I've become a fire-spirit, a water-sylph. A 
goddess, 
"Like I said, it's not finished. Some of it's still wet." His hands rest on my 
shoulders and he presses against me, nuzzling my neck with his mouth, his tongue 
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flicking in and out against my skin. Immediately, the Pavlovian desire begins to pulse 
inside me. 
"It looks finished." I lean back against him. His tongue continues tracing its 
delicate, maddening line of cool moisture. 
"It needs something of you in it." As he speaks, his hands unbutton the front of my 
shirt, pulling it away from me, tugging the arms free, pulling away the straps of the 
camisole I wear beneath it; I hear the rip of fabric as he tears it from me. My breasts 
spill out into the cool air of the cellar and I begin to shake. When I try to turn, he 
holds me in place, wanting me motionless again. He unzips my skirt and it falls to the 
floor in a puddle of black velvet. The final scrap of fabric follows, and I'm naked, as I 
was naked the day he started the painting, when he captured my image on skin and 
canvas and film. I can't imagine what it is that he can add to the picture now, when it 
seems so complete already. 
He's kissing my neck, hard bruising kisses interspersed with tiny bites. He's 
touching me intimately, his middle finger moving in a relentless circular rhythm, and 
I fall back against him, acutely aware of every cell in my body, feeling the build up, 
needing the release but reluctant to allow it because then it'll be over and I don't want 
it to be over and ... 
He takes his hand away, withdraws from me and I protest in bitter frustration. 
"It's okay, Lexy," Jez says, going to my painting, where he smears his finger over 
the image of my cleft as though he were still stroking me, round and round, ensuring 
that the slippery moisture is absorbed into the still wet paint. The movement of his 
fingers on the canvas is hypnotic, as though he's still touching my flesh. The pressure 
builds inside me again and I press my legs hard together to increase the sensation. 
When he's finished , he stands back and assesses his work. "Now it's done," he tells me 
with a tiny smile. "Now it's finished." 
And he comes to me, shedding his clothes, dropping them with casual grace as he 
does so. I take in the slenderness of his body, the pale gleam of his skin, his glinting 
nipple ring, the purple-black of the bruising over his ribs, as though paint has been 
carelessly splattered there and dried in blotches. He's not wearing any underwear. My 
gaze drops to his engorged groin, and he grins. He takes me by the shoulders and 
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pushes me down onto my knees, where I worship him with my mouth until he pulls 
away, drops to the floor to join me, and then, at last, under the blank gaze of my 
canvas image, he's on me. 
And in me. 
Filling me. Spilling into me. 
And now I am finished too. 
Now the barrier has been removed. No more pretence, no more games. Jez tells me 
how he's mixed his semen into my portrait so he would always be part of me, always 
be in me, and his revelation makes me love him more. He begins more paintings and I 
sit for hours posing nude for him, watching his brushes as they slip across the 
canvasses, waiting for him to finish so we can begin touching, caressing, kissing, 
fucking. Making love. Going to work becomes painful because I cannot bear to be 
separated from him. It's like removing a limb without anaesthetic. Without him, I am 
incomplete. 
I work like an automaton, performing my job in a detached haze of insatiate 
craving for Jez. Even if we make love all night, it's never enough. I avoid Laurence as 
much as is decently possible, speaking to him only when necessary and our friendship 
crumbles around me, becomes eroded with every new day. I know he's watching me, 
and I can tell from his eyes that he wants to ask questions. I wonder if he can smell 
sex on me, like I'm a bitch on heat. It's obvious that he wants to tell me his true 
feelings before it's too late, but we both know it already is. There never would have 
been a right time. When I tell him that I won't be attending any more meetings of the 
book club, he regards me with hurt eyes, but doesn't try to persuade me otherwise. It's 
as though he's given up on me. After a brief initial regret, I can't bring myself to feel 
sad about it. Jez is all I want, and I carry the constant soreness between my legs, 
caused by too much sex, an unseen reminder of him filling me. I go braless and 
imagine that the tantalising touch of soft fabric against my bare skin is the touch of 
his hands. The days pass in a fog of helpless fantasy, and the nights pass in tangled 
sheets, the press oflips on lips, of flesh on flesh. 
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Jez continues to paint compulsively while I'm at work, completing the collection of 
small images depicting separate parts of my body. He paints my hair scarlet strand by 
scarlet strand, my eyes in sapphire and cerulean. My breasts become ruby-tipped 
pearls, and my vagina is the entrance to a cave in the earth, my clitoris a shining 
diamond. Men will see that painting, he tells me, and they will dream of it, of 
possessing what it portrays, but Jez will know that he's my owner, and my body is his, 
to do with as he wishes. And the eroticism of this knowledge always overwhelms 
him, and he needs to be in me, to whisper his visions to me as he rides me, gripping 
my hips with bruising urgency as he loses himself in the increasing intensity of our 
obsessive passion. He fills me with hot streams of semen which I try to hold inside 
me, because I don't want to lose even a single cell of him. 
When he tells me, about a month after it began, that he wants me to quit my job I 
agree instantly. 
"Emma's finally giving me my own exhibition," he says, kissing me hard, not even 
trying to suppress his exhilaration, as I try to suppress my bitter jealousy. I want to 
ask Jez what he's done to secure this, if he's finally screwed her, but I daren't. "You 
know how long I've wanted this, Lexy," Jez continues. "It'll be the start of something 
big for me, Emma's certain of it." His eyes have a distant look to them, and I feel 
another, even more painful cramp of jealousy. "You'll be exhibited for everyone to 
see, Lexy." 
"Are you really going to sell the paintings?" I ask, and now the jealousy turns to 
disbelief. "I thought. .. I mean ... I thought they were just for us." 
He looks at me with apparent astonishment, his eyes wide and slightly incredulous. 
"I've changed my mind about selling the original, but of course I'm going to sell 
the others. That was always the plan. I thought you understood that?" I shake my 
head, and feel tears bum my eyes and blur my vision. "Oh come on. What's the 
problem?" He strokes my cheek tenderly with one long finger, like he's smoothing the 
soft fur of a ruffled cat. As always his touch leaves me defenceless, but I try to resist, 
and when he sees that, he bends his mouth to my ear. "Lexy, I love you so much," he 
murmurs, low and honeyed. "What do a few canvasses matter when we have the real 
thing?" A kiss, his hand drops to my belly, slips under my sweater, stroking my skin 
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in that slow maddening rhythm I've come to crave. "I can paint more." The caresses 
stop. "You're not jealous because it's Emma, are you?" His puts his lips to the hollow 
of my throat. "I haven't fucked her, you know." 
"But you always let her think you might," I say, giving myself away. "You always 
flirt with her ... " 
"I flirt with everyone, you know that." He's moved away from me, just a little. 
"And besides," I continue, trying to backtrack from the subject of Jez's flirting and 
my jealousy, "everyone will see ... They'll think ... " I try to say that it won't be 
considered 'normal' for a brother to portray his sister in such a way, but the words 
won't come. 
"Who gives a fuck?" Some of the sweetness has evaporated from his tone. He's 
disengaged from me completely and stepped backward. "But if you want to hold me 
back because of stupid worries and unnecessary jealousy then ... " He shrugs, and I 
immediately feel like I've been hit in the stomach. Panicky, I grab his hand. 
"Of course I don't want to hold you back! I'd do anything for you, and you know 
it." 
His fingers entwine with mine, but his eyes are flinty. 
"Then let Emma show your paintings," he says, and defeated, I nod. "Let me use 
her as I need to. And tomorrow, give up your job." He kisses my mouth, long and 
lingering. "From now on, your place is with me." 
There's no question of protesting further, and after the scare he just gave me, I 
don't want to. Jez might not have me chained up in a dungeon, but I'm his prisoner 
nonetheless. And I love it. 
Laurence listens to my resignation speech in silence. The longer he remains quiet, the 
more garbled my words become, and the more false my reasons sound, although 
strictly speaking, I'm not lying. In the end, I stop, eyes looking at the floor of the 
shop, because the expression on his face is an unbearable mix of betrayal, disbelief 
and anger. 
"Well, you must do what you have to, Lex," he says eventually. "But I think you're 
making a terrible mistake." 
-
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I can't meet his eyes. I feel so ashamed that I've hurt him when he cares so much 
for me. Laurence has been a good, loving friend and now I'm repaying him in the 
most unkind way. But did Laurence really believe I'd be working with him in this 
shop forever? Surely he couldn't have thought I'd never move on. Well maybe not. 
But he had hoped. 
"I'm sorry." My voice is small and tight; my throat aches with unshed tears. "I 
know I'm letting you down, and I know I haven't been a good friend lately, but Jez 
wants me to work with him, now he's got an exhibition coming up." 
"Yes. You said." He sighs. "Lex, you have to learn to lead your own life. You can't 
live it through him. Or anyone else." He still thinks I'm seeing the new boyfriend and 
I haven't disabused him of that belief. "What do you want to do?" 
No hesitation now. 
"I want to work with Jez, Laurence." I hear my tone become animated. "You know 
he's good." 
"No, I don't know. I only have your word for it." 
"Whatever else you might think about Jez, he has plenty of talent. And I want to be 
with him and help him get the recognition he deserves." 
Laurence shrugs. 
"And what does your boyfriend think about this?" He gives me a piercing look. 
"Do you know, you haven't even told me his name yet." 
"I. .. " Laurence cuts me off before I can reply. 
"Well, if working with Jez is really what you want," he continues, "I can hardly 
stop you, can I?" He pauses. "You know, Lex, you'll end up ruining yourself if you 
keep allowing yourself to be pushed around." Especially by Jez, is what he wants to 
say. Jez the user, Jez the liar, Jez the manipulator. 
Laurence can't know that I've already thought of that. I've lain awake at night, with 
Jez sleeping beside me, aware that I'm building a wall around him and me against the 
rest of the world. I've asked myself a thousand times: is this what I really want, to 
have Jez as my sole reason for existing? And the answer comes back a thousand 
times: Jez is everything I want, and he is everything I am. I knew it before we made 
love, I know it more now. There's no other way for me to live. 
Clutching Shadow 114 
"I'll be fine. Jez and I work well together." And then I smile, and I don't know 
what Laurence sees in the smile, but he backs away, a frown creasing his forehead. 
"Why are you looking at me like that?" I ask. "I know you're disappointed and ... " 
"Tell me your boyfriend's name," he demands, which throws me, as does his 
measured, thoughtful tone. 
"What does it matter?" 
"Well, Lex, we're friends, aren't we? I'd like to meet him. That's what happens, 
isn't it? People introduce their significant others to their friends. Is he anything to do 
with the art world?" 
What's this all about? Why can't Laurence give it up? I feel like a cornered animal, 
trapped with no way of escape. 
"I. .. " Again, he doesn't give me a chance to speak. 
"Does ]ez like him? ]ez has always seemed very jealous of anyone who 
monopolises your time. I can't imagine he's pleased with the competition." 
"Competition? Laurence, this is nothing to do with ... " 
"]ez always competes for your attention." I tum away as I feel colour flood my 
face, but Laurence grasps my arm and stops me from leaving. 
"I think you've been lying to me," he persists; his face is twisted, ugly with 
accusation and - is that jealousy? "There isn't really a boyfriend, is there? The only 
person you care for is Jez. Jez ... " He nods to himself. "Oh God." Is he beginning to 
think the unthinkable? I have a horrible feeling that he's adding up the numbers and 
getting the right answer. "You do everything for him, you always defend him, no 
matter how badly he treats you. The way you look when you speak about him ... It's 
the way you might look when you speak about a lover. I've always thought it odd." 
"Laurence, what are you ... ?" My words tail off as I see the deliberation in his eyes 
slowly wither - and this is unbelievable - to revulsion. He takes off his glasses and 
begins to clean them vigorously with his handkerchief. 
"You're in love with your brother." He states it as though it's a certainty, and 
although he's right, it sounds so terrible that I flinch. I begin to deny it but he won't 
give me a chance. "I don't think I want to see you again." He continues rubbing the 
white linen over the clear glass, exerting so much force I think it might crack. I go to 
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touch him, and he recoils as though I'm something filthy, and I suppose to him, I am. 
And yes, there's jealousy in his eyes. I wasn't mistaken about that. 
"Laurence, please. You're so wrong." Why do I want to justify myself when I 
know I can't? Because Laurence's hatred is unimaginable, because he's always loved 
me and I can't bear to lose him. 
"I don't have anything more to say to you, Lex," he says, putting his glasses back 
on and fixing me with a look that makes my insides roil. "Don't worry about working 
out the day. You just... Just go." 
"It's not like that, Laurence." Now I'm crying, and through the tears, I see that 
Laurence's expression is one of deepest contempt. 
"Oh? And what is it like?" he says, and when I don't answer he turns away from 
me. "Go away, Lex. I can't stand to look at you." 
And he walks away, leaving me desolate. After a few moments, when I've forced 
myself to stop crying, I leave the shop and Laurence, to go home to Jez. 
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ELEVEN 

Jez stares at Lex's stricken face in disbelief. 
"What do you mean, Laurence knows?" he asks, aware that his voice is rising but 
unable - unwilling - to stop it. "What did you say to him to make him guess?" He 
laughs harshly. "Guess! I bet you wanted him to know, didn't you? Oh, you stupid 
bitch!" 
Lex's face crumples. Fat tears well out of her eyes and roll down her cheeks. 
"1 didn't say anything!" she cries. "1 promise, Jez. I wouldn't." 
"Yeah? So how, then, Lexy?" Cold with fury, Jez ignores her protestations, 
appraising her carefully, watching as she tries not to sob. She wants to touch him, 
wants to be touched and reassured, but Jez has no intention of letting her off so easily. 
"1 don't know. He just jumped to conclusions. I promise, Jez." She sniffs back her 
tears in an attempt to regain some control. "You know I'd never do anything to hurt 
you. Us. Besides," a look of defiance crosses her face, "you said it didn't matter if 
people knew. You said they could go fuck themselves." 
Jez says nothing. Yes, he recalls saying that, and he meant it, too, at the time. But 
Laurence's suspicion is a potential complication he doesn't need. 
"Laurence is different." He speaks to Lex as though she's a slow three-year-old 
child. "Laurence wants to fuck you. Laurence would be jealous of anyone else 
fucking you, let alone me." 
"Do you have to make it sound so ... sordid?" Lex whimpers, crying harder. "Why 
d'you have to make it sound so bad?" 
Jez puts out a hand and strokes her face. 
"Because, my darling Lexy, it is bad." Treacherously soft, he touches her mouth 
with his in a brief, tantalising kiss. "It's not bad to us, of course. We love each other, 
don't we?" Silent and helpless, she nods. "But Laurence couldn't understand that. He 
wouldn't want to." He steps back again. "He might even go to the police. God knows 
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what'd happen then. They'd probably make us separate or something. Is that what you 
want?" 
"No! No. In lose you ... " 
"Exactly." Jez begins to think quickly, backtracks a little. "Well, maybe he'll let it 
drop. We'll have to hope so." He pauses. "Did you actually confess to anything after 
he'd made his assumption?" 
She shakes her head in a violent side to side movement, and Jez plants another kiss 
on her mouth. 
"Good." 
"I suppose we shouldn't worry." Lex seems a little calmer now. "Laurence 
wouldn't do anything to hurt me." 
Jez smiles and nods, while thinking that even Saint Laurence would want revenge 
for a rejection of this magnitUde. Even without proof of guilt. But he lets the subject 
drop and pulls Lex toward him. 
"I expect you're right," he murmurs, brushing her lips softly again with his, tasting 
her salty tears. "I suppose you're forgiven." 
As the pressure of mouth on mouth becomes harder, Lex's sobs are soon forgotten. 
When he leaves her an hour later, she has fallen asleep in the cold light of the 
afternoon sun. 
Jez lets himself into the shop and takes a quick look around. No one in evidence. Just 
what he'd hoped for. He goes back to the door, turns the lock, and puts the 'OPEN' 
sign to 'CLOSED'. Then he dings the bell on the counter. After a second, Laurence 
comes out of the back room, a smile on his face ready to greet a prospective customer. 
When he sees J ez, his smile dies at once 
"I have nothing to say to you," he says, icy with contempt. "You or your sister." 
"Oh yeah?" Jez replies. "Well, I have plenty to say to you. I've just come from 
Lex. She's very upset." 
Laurence's expression hardens; the eyes behind the steel rimmed frames are greyer 
than the darkening sky outside. 
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"I suppose having your dirty secret exposed would be enough to upset her, 
wouldn't it?" 
"And what dirty secret would that be, exactly, Laurence?" 
Jez can feel a grin stretching his features; it's an expression that always terrifies 
Lex, that of someone who is prepared to do anything for their self-preservation. But it 
doesn't seem to faze Laurence. 
"Her ... sleeping with her brother would cover it, I believe." Laurence utters a 
mirthless laugh. "How much more filthy can anything be?" 
"And she told you that, did she, Laurence? She actually said those words?" 
Laurence hesitates, frowns, and Jez almost laughs. 
"She didn't need to," Laurence says after a moment's consideration. "She had guilt 
written all over her face. Besides, she's told so many lies about a fabricated boyfriend, 
she had to be covering something." 
Jez frowns. He knows nothing about a fake boyfriend. Stupid Lexy, telling lies and 
causing unnecessary problems. 
"Lex has a lot of... issues," Jez says. Thoughts, then words come in rapid 
succession. "She doesn't like to talk about them." He shakes his head and sighs, his 
impatience unfeigned. "Look, Lex has a big sense of misplaced accountability. If she 
seemed to feel guilty for anything, it would no doubt be because she'd just given you 
notice. She felt she'd let you down. And because she was lying, of course. God knows 
why, but she loves you. Feels she owes you something." He pauses, but Laurence says 
nothing. "Of course, you'd know all about guilty feelings, wouldn't you, Laurence?" 
Jez continues, holding the older man's gaze. He watches in fascination as an ugly red 
f1ush suffuses Laurence's face. 
"I have no idea ... " he begins, but Jez interrupts. 
"Oh yeah. I've seen the way you look at Lexy. You call yourself a friend but you're 
just 
a dirty old man who wants to get inside her. I've seen the way you undress her with 
your eyes when you think no one else is looking. I bet you want to touch her 
whenever she's with you, don't you? I bet. .. " 
'That's enough." 
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"You imagine what her breasts look like and how they'd feel in your hands, don't 
you? Oh yeah, you wonder what her cunt tastes like and how she looks when she 
comes. You masturbate while you think of her, don't you?" He drops his voice to a 
conspiratorial whisper. "Don't you, Laurence?" 
"You're disgusting!" But Laurence's guilty expression and the shame in his eyes 
before they look away from his give him away and Jez laughs. 
"Yeah. I thought so. Do you know what our father did to her?" 
Laurence looks up again. "Your father?" 
"He fucked her when she was nine years old, did she tell you that?" 
"God, no! I had no idea." 
"No." Jez overrides Laurence's shocked outburst. "Like I said, there are things she 
won't talk about. It was after her mother left. I saw them. Saw him." He lowers his 
face to Laurence's. "It's dan1aged her. Screwed up her mind. I don't think she'll ever 
really be over it. D'you really think I'd do anything like that to her, when I know what 
she's suffered? More to the point, d'you think she'd even consider it?" 
Laurence seems hypnotised by Jez. He cannot break the stare, apparently crushed 
by the suffocating weight of this terrible revelation. It's all Jez can do not to laugh 
aloud. 
"I would never take advantage of her vulnerability, Laurence. I love her, yeah, and 
we're very close. Lexy would do anything for me, and I for her. But I'd never do ... 
that. And besides ... " He lowers his voice so that Laurence is obliged to strain to hear 
him. "I wouldn't be into her. She's not my type." He grins again, wolf-like. "She'd 
never be my type, Laurence. I like people with less on top and more down below." 
"Oh. I see." 
"Yeah," Jez continues with a low chuckle that bubbles up from his throat like hot 
caramel. "I like to fuck men. Didn't she tell you that either, in all the cosy little chats 
you've had?" A pause. "No. I suppose she wouldn't." 
"I'm not interested in your sexual habits," Laurence says, but his voice is weak, 
strangled, and Jez knows that the man is defeated. "What you do is your own 
business." 
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"Could be yours too, Laurence." Jez watches the other man's eyes widen with 
shock. "Oh come on. Now we've cleared up that silly business about Lexy and me, 
well, why not? I mean, face it, you're never going to fuck her. Not a chance in Hell. 
Why not have the next best thing?" He lays a finger over Laurence's mouth before he 
can speak. "I know you don't like me much, Laurence, but you're fascinated by me, 
right? And I'd be the best fuck you've ever had." He smiles an insolent smile. "Believe 
it." 
Laurence staggers backward, his face ashen, his breathing so heavy that Jez thinks 
the man might be having a heart attack. 
"Get out, Jez. Just get out." He runs a shaking hand over his face. 
"Okay, okay." Jez nods and turns toward the door, then turns back again. "But you 
know, the offer stands. Call me." He pauses, then in a carefully calculated 
afterthought, walks the few paces back to Laurence and puts a printed invitation 
bearing the name of a gallery, along with his name and mobile phone number on the 
counter: "I'm having a solo showing next month. Corne along, if you want." 
He goes to the door, unlocks it, flips back the sign to 'OPEN', and throwing 
Laurence what Lex calls his 'hot' stare, walks off down the street, laughing silently to 
himself. 
When Laurence turns up at the house a couple of evenings later with a big bunch of 
flowers - orange gerberas, yellow roses and gypsophila - for Lex, Jez knows that his 
ploy has worked. 
"Lexy!" Jez calls, letting Laurence Ill, barely acknowledging his stumbling 
greeting. "You have a visitor." 
Lex comes to the top of the stairs dressed in a short dressing gown, her hair 
bundled up in a towel, just out of the shower. When she sees Laurence, she becomes 
flustered and uncomfortable, folding her arms across her breasts, crossing her legs in 
a defensive gesture. 
"Oh. It's you." 
Laurence seems equally unsure of how to react, but he clears his throat and holds 
out the flowers. 
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"I know you probably don't want to see me, and I don't blame you but. .. " He looks 
to J ez for back -up, but of course, none comes, " ... well, J ez came and set me straight." 
"He did?" Now lez sees Lex's eyes seek his. He stares back, giving a brief nod, 
and after hesitating for a second, she closes her eyes and sighs. 
"I should've known better, Lex," Laurence says, sounding more than a little 
desperate at her non-response. "And I'm sorry. I know flowers aren't much of a 
compensation, but they're your favourites." He holds out the bouquet again. "I went to 
Liberty. I know how you love Liberty." 
Lex looks to 1ez, who nods again, and then she shrugs, a big weight seeming to 
roll off her shoulders. 
"Okay. Thanks." Her voice is small and hurt still, but she manages a smile. 
"I'm sure Laurence would like to stay for a drink," Jez says. "It takes a big man to 
admit his mistakes. Isn't that right, Laurence?" 
"I don't. .. " Laurence hedges, but Jez holds up his hand, preventing his protest. 
"I insist," he says. "You and Lexy have been friends for a long time. It'd be a 
shame to ruin that because of a silly misunderstanding." 
"Well, all right. Thanks." 
Jez directs another look at Lex, who has turned quite pale. Unconcerned, he grins 
back. 
"Let me take your coat, Laurence," he says, "and we'll have a little chat while Lexy 
gets dressed. All right, Lexy?" His expression, turned away from Laurence now, tells 
her that it had better be all right. With a final anxious glance, Lex disappears from the 
top of the stairs, then Jez hears her bedroom door slam shut. 
"So. Drink, Laurence?" Jez guides Laurence into the lounge, where he takes the 
flowers and dumps them on the coffee table. "Lexy can put them in water later. 
What's your poison?" He goes to the drinks cabinet. "Whisky? Gin? Tequila?" He 
narrows his eyes. "I'd say you look like a whisky man." Now he adds a flirtatious 
smile and watches with secret amusement as Laurence flushes. Perhaps all lez's jokes 
about Laurence's attraction to him weren't so far wrong after all. He pours Laurence a 
huge shot of whisky and presses it into his shaking hands. Laurence downs half the 
measure in one go while Jez smirks at his obvious unease. 
Clutching Shadow 122 
"Ah, here's Lexy," Jez says, watching her come through the door, still obviously 
unsettled. She's wearing plain blue jeans and a simple white jumper. Her hair, still 
damp from the shower, blazes on her shoulders like fire on snow. As she walks 
through the room, Jez smells the faintest hint of musk and has to make an effort to 
stop himself from closing his eyes and deeply inhaling her scent. Pouring her a glass 
of red wine from an open bottle, he hands it to her in silence, and she accepts with a 
muted word of thanks. Like Laurence, she downs most of the drink in a single gulp 
and tops it up immediately. 
"If you'd rather I went ... " Laurence says, but now Lex shakes her head and smiles, 
although the smile is brittle and somewhat strained. 
"No," she says. "No. It's okay." She worries nervously at her lower lip with small 
white teeth. 
"I was wrong, and I'm so ashamed," Laurence says. "I was just jealous, I suppose. I 
admit it. I didn't want you to give up your job, and ... I misread ... I..." 
"It's okay, Laurence. Really." Finally, Lex's sympathetic nature takes over; she can 
never resist a sob story or a heartfelt apology. "Look - stay for dinner, please. Just 
because I won't be working with you anymore, doesn't mean we can't be friends. You 
know I love you, Laurence. Let's just forget all this?" 
Jez observes how Laurence smiles in relief at Lex's acceptance of his apology. 
How he loathes her affection for this man, platonic though it is. The jealousy cuts him 
deep and he wants to destroy Laurence utterly. 
"Yeah," he murmurs through lips that feel numb. "Stay, Laurence. Forget it. No 
harm done. While Lexy's cooking, I can show you what I'm exhibiting. Sneak 
preview." Now Lex flushes, and shakes her head. "C'mon, Lexy. You told him why 
you were leaving him to help me, didn't you? You told him how you'd posed for me, 
didn't you?" Shame-faced, Lex doesn't look at him. "Well, you should've. That was 
very bad of you." He smiles at Laurence, conveying with a conspiratorial glance just 
how hopeless he believes Lex to be. "Laurence knows there's nothing in it. And he 
knows why he was so, so wrong." Jez gets to his feet, takes Laurence's half-empty 
glass and refills it, "What d'you say, Laurence? I'm sure you'd love to see how Lexy 
looks on canvas." Weakly, Laurence nods, and Jez smiles in return. "Good." 
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Jez watches Laurence's reaction carefully when he switches on the cellar light, 
exposing various portrayals of Lex's body in all its unclothed beauty, including the 
full sized nude. On seeing the nude, Laurence exhales a long sigh. Jez can't be sure if 
the sigh is one of surprise, horror or lust, maybe all three, but finds the reaction 
satisfying anyway. Surreptitiously, he locks the door behind him and slips the key in 
his pocket. 
"I realise they're graphic," Jez says, before Laurence can pass judgement. He goes 
to the painting of Lex's belly, a long flat plain painted in white and pink against a 
night-sky background, indented at the waist, her navel a swirling black-hole sucking 
in stars. He runs his hand over the canvas in a caress. "But they're beautiful, don't you 
think? And Lexy was so brave, posing for me." 
"Yes," Laurence says, breathless. What does he feel? Jez wonders again. What 
emotions do these intensely sexual paintings rouse in this man? Laurence's gaze 
moves from image to image. When he comes to the detailed likeness of her vulva 
with its shining centre, he makes a sound like he's choking. "She let you do that?" he 
asks. Laurence is clearly outraged by what he sees, but he's also deeply fascinated; his 
stare seems glued in place. "Why?" 
"Because she loves me. Because she wanted to help me." Jez motions with his 
hand at the canvases lining the walls, the images of pain and suffering, of torture and 
torment. "This was what I did before. This was who I was, before. I wanted to get 
away from it. I wanted to paint something beautiful, and Lexy's the most beautiful 
person I know." Jez keeps his tone cool, neutralising the sentiment. "Don't you like 
them?" 
"I... I don't... know... " 
"Corne on, Laurence. You can tell me. In privacy, man to man, as it were. Don't 
you want to touch her? To imagine your hands on her flesh?" 
"No!" Laurence staggers backward, away from the painting. 
"Oh come on, Laurence. I won't tell her." 
"I'm not going to admit anything to you." But he keeps staring at the piece, 
apparently unable to stop himself. 
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"Shall I tell you what she really looks like?" Jez murmurs. "Shall I describe her scent 
, 
and the way her inner skin glistens?" He hears Laurence's breath catch in his throat. 
"I'll tell you a secret, shall I? As long as you don't tell her that I revealed it." Jez 
continues as though unaware of the effect he's having. "Lexy is a very sexual person. 
She loves to be touched, to have attention. The whole experience was a tum-on for 
her. You can see her arousal portrayed here, if you look properly. Maybe, if you 
touch, you'll feel it through the canvas." 
Jez takes Laurence's right hand and lifts it, places it on the painting. Laurence 
snatches it away at once, as though the canvas has burned him. 
"It's only a painting, Laurence. How can it hurt you? How can you be doing 
wrong, when you're just appreciating a piece of art?" Jez smiles into Laurence's 
confused eyes. "Lexy would be offended ifyou didn't want to examine it properly." 
Again, Jez lifts Laurence's hand. There's another hesitation, but then Laurence lays 
his palm flat against the central part of the canvas, over Lex's opening. Jez presses his 
hand over Laurence's. The other man's flesh is heated. 
"Imagine her, all wet and hot. I know how you feel about her. How you love her. 
Isn't it good, to look, to touch? Can't you imagine her elit, all swollen under your 
fingers?" 
"Bastard ... " Laurence mutters, but the insult is feeble, his voice full of unwilling 
lust. He makes to pull away again, but the attempt is half-hearted now and Jez presses 
him closer to the wall where the canvas hangs. "Oh God, please stop it." 
"Can't you smell her in it?" Jez asks. "Put your face against her, inhale her scent." 
He gives Laurence's head a gentle push toward the canvas. Laurence's eyes have 
closed; despite his apparent unwillingness to participate, he seems helpless against 
Jez's manoeuvring. Now his forehead leans against the canvas, and Jez grins. 
"Taste her, Laurence. Put out your tongue and taste her. Isn't she so, so sweet?" 
He runs his fingers down Laurence's outspread hand, and Laurence, momentarily 
coming to his senses, shoves Jez hard in the stomach, winding him so that Jez is 
forced to break contact. But only for a few seconds. Then he grasps the back of 
Laurence's neck in his hands and shoves him forward again, holding him, pinching 
the skin as he struggles, pressing the length of his body against Laurence's to keep 
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him in position. "Why are you fighting it, Laurence? It's the only way you'll be able to 
see her naked, or be able to touch her. You and I, we're the only men she'll never fuck. 
Take her any way you can." Jez loosens his grip on Laurence's neck and begins 
stroking the reddened skin. "This is Lex touching you," he tells the panting, shaking 
man. "This is her kissing you." His lips replace his fingers. "Her tongue licking you. 
Feel it, enjoy it." 
Laurence isn't struggling now, and at the mouth-to-skin contact, Jez hears him 
moan, and there's no further attempt to stop him, his mind finally caught in the web of 
Jez's fantasy-weaving. 
"Why?" Laurence whispers as Jez's mouth moves over his skin. "Why are you 
doing this?" 
"I told you before, I'm the closest thing to her you'll ever have. I can tell you what 
she's like in the naked flesh, and all you have to do is close your eyes and believe it's 
her touching you. Doing this." He runs his hand over Laurence's chest, down to the 
waistband of his trousers. "Her hands, doing this. What you've wanted for so long." 
He grasps the shaft of the man's erection through the fabric, cups the balls that hang 
below, rubbing, fondling. "And I've always fancied you." 
"Liar! You've never liked me." Laurence gasps, comes to his senses and shoves 
Jez's hand away, feebly tries to escape, but Jez continues to hold him close, knowing 
that this is Laurence's last attempt to stop the inevitable. "Get away from me ... " 
"Oh, I didn't say I liked you. I said I fancied you. Different thing." He kisses 
Laurence's neck again, open mouthed this time, tastes the man's sweat and nervous 
excitement on his tongue. Laurence wants this, even if he's denying it. "Why resist, 
Laurence? It's just sex." 
Again his hand travels down Laurence's body; the man's still hard, rigid in fact, and 
when Jez touches him this time, he unconsciously pushes himself against Jez's hand, 
and Jez begins to stroke again, soft and gentle at first, then increasing the rhythm until 
Laurence is flat up against the wall, his mouth open and panting against the painting 
of Lex's vulva, blind with lust despite his continued meaningless objections. 
Laurence's body begins to quake and Jez unzips the man's trousers, pushes his 
hand inside, enclosing the rigid penis in his fist. "This is Lex, touching you." Harder 
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now. Harder. Laurence is sobbing with need, and Jez finds himself aroused, but 
ignores it. The release can wait until later, when he can have the real Lex. "Yeah," he 
urges Laurence's release. "C'mon Laurence. Imagine you're fucking her. Inside her. 
You're coming in her." 
He feels Laurence's penis swell further, hears the man's laboured breathing, and 
knows that he is on the edge. Seconds later, hot fluid jets over his hand in long spurts, 
and Laurence sags backward against Jez. As soon as he recovers himself though, 
Laurence shoves Jez away violently and re-fastens his trousers. His eyes blaze with 
fury and shame. 
"Why so angry?" Jez asks, attacking before the accusations can begin. He finds a 
cloth and wipes the semen from his hand, his eyes never straying from Laurence's 
outraged expression. "Because despite how much you might have pretended it was 
Lexy, it was really me, and you liked it? Because you did, Laurence. You loved it. 
Didn't you?" 
Laurence only glares and says nothing, but Jez knows that he's right. Laurence will 
let him do it again. And again. But he lets Laurence push past him to the cellar door, 
which he finds locked. 
"Ask me nicely, and I'll open it for you," Jez says. 
"Open the door, you bloody bastard." 
Laughing openly, Jez goes to Laurence. 
"Yeah, that was a very nice request. If you want the key, it's in here." Jez 
challenges Laurence with a stare, then Laurence thrusts his hand into the indicated 
pocket and Jez captures his hand for a second, forcing him to touch the hardness 
beneath the fabric. Then he lets go, and Laurence withdraws the key, fits it into the 
lock. "One thing before you go, Laurence," Jez says, and leans forward, kissing his 
mouth. For the briefest instant, Laurence, surprised by Jez's sudden move, flicks his 
tongue out to meet his. Then, with a final look of revulsion, he wrenches open the 
cellar door and makes his way upstairs. Jez follows. 
Lex is at the top of the stairs. 
"I was just coming down to get you. Dinner's ready." 
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"I can't stay after all," Laurence says, looking down at the floor, obviously desperate 
to get away. "I'm sorry." 
"Laurence, why?" Her look of concern passes on to Jez, who shrugs. 
"I just ... I can't. Sorry." 
"But I thought ... " She stops and shrugs as Laurence goes to retrieve his coat. 
"Didn't you like Jez's work?" she asks as he returns and heads for the front door. 
Laurence stops and closes his eyes. "You didn't, did you?" She turns and casts an 
accusing scowl at Jez. "I knew it was wrong for you to show him." 
"The paintings are very beautiful, Lex," Laurence says hurriedly. "Too beautiful 
for me to tell you how much 1. .. I have to go now." 
Without waiting for a reply, Laurence goes out through the front door, closing it 
behind him. Jez, who has been watching the exchange silently, assumes an innocent 
expresslOn. 
"I promise I didn't say anything to offend him, Lexy," he tells her. "He was 
looking at the painting of this," he slips a hand between her legs, "and went all strange 
on me. I think it was perhaps a bit much for him. You were right. I shouldn't have 
shown him." He withdraws his hand and shrugs. "Well, he'll be back." 
"I doubt it." 
"Yeah, he will. I guarantee it." He kisses her mouth. "So, are we eating, or what?" 
Lex sighs, then nods. Jez kisses her again. "And later," he says, "since we're alone 
tonight after all, we can spend it much more interestingly." He takes her hand and 
they go into the lounge. "You can tell me what you want me to do to you while we 
eat." 
I 
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TWELVE 

Jez stands in the centre of a small crowd, a glass of sparkling chardonnay in one hand, 
a cigarette in the other. Standing by his side is Emma Nelson, who has become a 
permanent fixture in his life during recent days, advising him how to act for the 
critics. Despite what Lex might believe, he hasn't had sex with her, but continues to 
keep her thinking that he might. It's easy, keeping her interested. Almost boring. Jez 
could do with a challenge, and this exhibition is just that. 
"Be charming," Emma reminds him just before the viewing opens. Then, with a 
wry smile, "God knows, you're exceptionally good at that," at which Lex gives him a 
sour look of resentment. Jez ignores the expression and her obvious uneasiness at 
Emma's proximity; he can't afford to coddle Lex tonight. This showing's too 
important. 
Emma begins introducing Jez to people he's never met before, including a couple 
of well-known art critics who he hopes will treat him kindly in their magazine 
reviews. There are other gallery owners present with an eye to offering him showings 
at their establishments. Also attending are a few carefully chosen collectors of work 
by new artists, and some of Jez's friends. All told, it's a better than hoped for turnout, 
and Jez is soon riding high on a heady mix of wine and adrenaline. 
The gallery has several rooms of varying sizes; for his debut solo showing, Jez, has 
been allotted the smallest. On the wall behind him hang the paintings that he and 
Emma have chosen to display, including several of his older pieces. The full-body 
nude of Lex hangs pride of place, but Jez has no intention of selling it; it's there to 
help sell the rest. A single glistening eye. The slender stem of her neck. The smooth 
plain of her belly. A delicate-fingered hand tipped with silver nails. The knobby 
length of her spinal column. And the open-mouthed welcome of her vulva with its 
shining centre. Three of them, the eye, belly, and vulva, have already been sold at the 
asking price to a well-known collector of erotic art. Enquiries about the other works 
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have been made and Jez hopes to sell them soon. Other visitors have enquired about 
personal commissions. Taking a lungful of smoke, Jez reflects that he could hardly 
have asked for a better outcome, and he sucks up the praise like a sponge, feeling 
himself swell with satisfaction. 
Despite Lex's concerns that the subject matter of his recent art might cause 
controversy, there has not been a single word criticising Jez's choice o! model. For 
this, he is thankful, mostly for Lex's sake. Indeed, Lex, standing across the room from 
Jez, has had nothing but congratulations from the people attending. Especially the 
men, who flock about her like greedy seagulls fighting over a choice catch. Tonight 
she wears a floaty dress of aqueous green and sea lavender which simultaneously 
clings and conceals, enhancing her air of delicate vulnerability. 
Halfway through the evening, Emma draws him aside for a progress report. 
"Enjoy it while you can, Jez," she tells him, an edge of cynicism in her voice. 
"They might love you right now, but you have to keep working at it." She smirks up 
at him. "Your instincts were right though. Getting Lex to sit for you was inspired." A 
pause. "It's such intimate work, though. Are you sure you aren't screwing her?" 
Emma has always been fascinated by his and Lex's closeness, as jealous in her way 
of Lex as Lex is of her. 
"Does it really matter?" As usual Jez avoids giving a direct answer; he enjoys 
being the centre of such intrigue. "And is it any of your business?" 
Bright malice flickers in Emma's eyes for a second, then dies. 
"No. It doesn't matter." She kisses the side of his mouth. "And you're quite right, 
it's none of my business." 
Jez's returning smile is noncommittal, and Emma shrugs. 
"How is dear little Lex coping?" she murmurs .. "She looks rather uncomfortable to 
me." 
Jez looks again in Lex's direction. From her rigid stance, her arms folded across 
her chest in self-defence, he can tell that she's becoming worn down by the constant 
attention, and perhaps by hearing people talking about the pictures of her body as 
though it doesn't belong to her. 
"She's fine," he says. "People seem to like her, anyway." 
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"To paraphrase you, what does it matter?" Emma says. "She's only your model, 
when all's said and done. Just a piece of flesh that you draw the beauty from. Without 
you, she's just a little nobody." 
"I'm going to take your advice and mingle," he tells Emma. "Go and sell myself." 
flyou do that," Emma replies, raising her glass to him as he goes amongst the 
crowd, a newborn star in an expanding universe. He joins Lex, who appears to have 
become monopolised by one man, and she flashes a grateful look at him as the man 
speaks. 
"Fine choice of model, Jez." 
Jez remembers his name as Oliver Hart, a fellow artist who specialises in nude 
studies. 
"I was just saymg to Lex," Hart continues, "that she has an exquisite form. 
Wonderful skin tone too. Almost ethereal. Perfect. I can understand why you wanted 
to capture that on canvas." 
Jez notices how Lex colours, embarrassed by this close attention. As well she 
might be, given Hart's cloying flattery and overblown pretension. It's all Jez can do 
not to tell the guy to stop talking crap. Instead he takes a breath and replies with 
courtesy. 
"Yeah, well, I'm flattered that Lexy was brave enough to sit for me. It took a lot of 
courage," Jez replies. He smiles down at Lex. "And yeah, she is exquisite." 
Lex smiles back, obviously grateful at being rescued. Hart nods. 
"I remember seeing one of your earlier pieces, about a year or so ago. That was 
wonderful too, in its own grotesque way. What made you change your direction?" 
Taking another breath, Jez remembers what he'd told Laurence in the cellar, how 
he'd said that he wanted to paint something beautiful, something different from 
images of pain and horror. He'd been speaking glibly then, but now he realises that it's 
true. Despite all the power games and word-play, painting Lex has been a 
breakthrough for him. 
"We all need to evolve our style," Jez says simply, then adds a little artistic 
pretension of his own, joining in the game. "If we don't, we might as well be dead. 
Creatively speaking." 
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As Hart agrees, Jez feels a little sickened at the falsehoods and affectations that are 
already beginning to tarnish his achievement. But he knows the score well enough. 
Hart begins a long discourse on the nature of inspiration and creativity, stuff that 
Jez doesn't consciously concern himself with, except on long, lonely nights when the 
darkness crowds in on him and he dwells on death and mutilation, and his early 
experience of them. Eventually, to Jez's relief, Hart ceases his pontificating and turns 
his interest back to Lex, who has been listening wide-eyed, apparently over-awed. 
"I wonder," Hart says, "if would you consider sitting for me, Lex?" 
He puts a hand to her suddenly flaming cheek and runs his thumb across it. 
"So radiant. So vibrant. So full of life," he says, apparently oblivious to Lex's 
discomfort. His thumb moves down to the hollow of her throat, where it lingers 
before Lex jerks away at the intrusion. "I apologise, Lex," Hart says. "But you're so 
delicious. And the images that Jez captured of you are so ... sexual, I didn't think 
you'd mind." He clears his throat. "I'd rather like to take the images further than he 
can." 
"I don't understand ... " Lex begins. 
"I don't want to make you uncomfortable, Lex, but I'd love to be able to step it up a 
notch." When neither Jez nor Lex reply, Hart continues. "What we have now is erotic, 
but it could be so much more. Imagine Lex in an intimate act." He closes his eyes 
briefly. "That wonderful pallor, blushed with blood and approaching orgasm. The 
orgasmic flush itself." Here, Lex gasps, obviously shocked, and looks to Jez for 
reassurance, but Jez is uncertain how to react and says nothing. "I'm so sorry, I've 
upset you both," Hart says at once. "That was never my intention. I got carried away. 
It'sjust ... I think it would be so beautiful." . 
He smiles, not just with lust for Lex, Jez realises, but with lust for the idea, for the 
concept of creating ecstasy on canvas or paper. Again he's hit by possessiveness. He 
wants to announce to the whole room that he and Lex are lovers. He wants to tell 
them that he has stared into her love-dilated eyes as she gasped his name, and drawn 
the soft pale flesh ofher throat between his teeth. He has mapped her abdominal plain 
with his mouth, and drunk wine from the dip at its centre. One by one, his fingertips 
have counted the bones of her spine down to the curving white buttocks. And his 
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tongue has lapped at her open-lipped entrance and tasted its flowing juices. What 
would they say, if he were to announce those things? Would they pass condemnatory 
judgement then, or would they accept the transgression as another piece of art that 
crosses boundaries? Jez would love to find out. 
He forces his attention back to the conversation. Lex is trying to appear composed 
and sophisticated but Jez can tell she's horrified at Hart's suggestion, at her public 
exposure. Jez pushes his jealousy away, and although he knows that Lex wants him to 
save her again, to speak for her, he keeps silent, determined that she should speak for 
herself. If she's going to live in his world, she must learn how to swim in its currents. 
After a few long seconds' silence, she glares at Jez, turns to Hart, and answers. 
"I don't want to be your model," she says in a trembling voice. "I just did this to 
help Jez out." 
"I'd pay very well, Lex," Hart says with a smile. "I bet Jez didn't pay you at all, did 
he?" 
Lex's eyes flare with anger. 
"I don't want your money," she hisses. "I'm not interested." 
With one last glare at Jez, she walks away, out of the hall. Jez supposes she's gone 
to the ladies' room to compose herself, and although he's angry with Hart for pushing 
her, he doesn't betray it. After all, the man is only trying to solicit business. For a 
while he stays and talks to Hart and then goes off to be bored elsewhere. But his sense 
of achievement has returned, and he knows that a new era of his life has finally 
begun. 
Halfway through the evening, a new guest appears. Laurence. At first, Jez pretends 
not to see him. Instead, he continues in his role as charming artist promoting his work. 
While talking in a group with Emma and Lex - who has come out of hiding and not 
left his side since - he positions himself subtly so he can observe the man's 
movements. Apart from Jez sending out another invitation to the exhibition opening, 
there has been no contact between the two men since the night in the cellar. Although 
Jez has been tempted to call, he's glad he held off. He had been almost certain that 
Laurence would attend tonight, unable to resist seeing both objects of his desire again 
in an innocent setting. 
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"Look who's arrived," he murmurs now, and sees Lex follow the direction of his 
stare. She turns a little pale. "Don't be so shocked. I told you I'd sent him an invite." 
"I didn't think he'd come. He hasn't called me, and I thought he didn't want to see 
me again." 
Emma raises an eyebrow. 
"Who says he's here to see you, Lex?" she asks with a mocking laugh. "This is 
Jez's evening, not yours." 
"Emma, for Christ's sake, don't be a bitch," Jez says as Lex, humiliated by Emma's 
response, looks down at the floor. 
"Oops, sorry, Lex. I keep forgetting how very sensitive you are." 
Of course, Emma doesn't sound sorry at all; Jez restrains the urge to tell her to fuck 
off. 
"Why don't you go and say hello to Laurence, Lexy?" he says, giving her arm an 
encouraging squeeze. "If he didn't want to see you, he certainly wouldn't have come." 
"I don't know ... " But she wants to, J ez can see it in her eyes, and he gives her a 
little push. 
"Goon." 
Lex hesitates a few more seconds, then nods and goes to Laurence. At first, Jez 
sees that she appears nervous, but Laurence seems to be responding in a friendly and 
encouraging manner. 
"Ah, isn't that sweet?" Emma says. "But isn't he rather too old for her?" 
Jez explains who Laurence is, keeping the information to a bare minimum, and 
Emma nods. 
"He wants her," she observes. "Anyone can see that. And you don't seem too 
happy about it. If I didn't know you better, Jez, I'd say you were jealous." 
Jez watches as Lex puts her arms around Laurence and kisses his cheek, and 
reflects that Emma's right; he is jealous. Then he smiles and suppresses a laugh. 
"I should go and greet him," he tells her. "Keep talking me up." 
"Oh, I don't think you need my input anymore. You've sold yourself very well. 
Run along and enjoy yourself." 
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"Isn't it wonderful that Laurence has come tonight?" Lex says when he reaches 
them. Now her eyes are shining, and she's her normal self. "I was so afraid we'd never 
see each other again." She plants another kiss on Laurence's cheek, leaving a trace of 
pale pink lip gloss which she then tenderly wipes away. Laurence smiles at the 
gesture, pointedly ignoring Jez's arrival. 
"Laurence, good to see you. Couldn't keep away, right?" Jez holds out a hand and 
Laurence, conditioned in politeness, takes it. Jez squeezes it for a second, then another 
second too long, before he releases his grip. A false smile twists his face, there and 
gone in a second. 
"I had to come," Laurence tells Lex, scorning Jez's presence again now the 
physical contact is broken. "I wanted to be supportive of you." Now he turns to Jez. 
"And how thoughtful of you, Jez, arranging this date so close to Lex's birthday. It's 
next week, isn't it, Lex?" 
Jez watches in cool silence as Laurence produces a small velvet box from his 
pocket and hands it to her. 
"What's this?" she asks, looking from the midnight blue box to Laurence's face, 
which is creased in a kindly smile that Jez finds faintly amusing. If it wasn't for the 
possibility that Lex might never speak to him again, he would tell her about 
Laurence's fall from grace and take great pleasure in seeing her throw the box back in 
his face. Instead, he keeps quiet and watches the action progress. 
"A gift, Lex," Laurence says. "For your birthday, and to show you how beautiful I 
think your paintings are." 
"Oh, they're Jez's achievement, not mine," Lex protests, but Laurence shakes his 
head. 
"N0, no. If it wasn't for you, J ez couldn't have produced them. Now, open the box. 
You've been a good friend to me, Lex, and I'm still ashamed that I doubted you. If it 
makes you feel better, you can think of these as a thank-you gift for all the hard work 
you've put in at the shop these past couple of years." 
"I. .. " 
"Just open it, Lex," Laurence persists, and then his eyes turn to Jez, who sees the 
glint of triumph, and he smiles in response, refusing to allow himself to be 
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disconcerted by a more assertive Laurence. Inside the box, which Lex opens with 
trembling fingers, is a pair of antique silver earrings set with amethyst stones that 
throw off cool purple rays against the dark satin interior. 
"I can't accept these," she murmurs in a choked voice. "They're too much." 
"Nonsense," Laurence says. "You deserve much, much more. Don't you agree, 
Jez?" 
Mute, Jez nods. 
"I thought. .. " Lex's fingertips caress the earrings almost unconsciously. "Well, you 
hadn't called me, and I wondered if you were still angry. You left in such a hurry that 
night, I thought. .. " She shrugs, as though she's not quite sure of what she thought. 
Laurence shakes his head, but now he doesn't meet Lex's eyes and Jez feels a stab of 
vicious pleasure. 
"I think it was just seeing the paintings for the first time, Lex," Laurence says, 
recovering himself almost instantly. Jez guesses that Laurence must have prepared 
himself for Lex's questioning, because his answer is too smooth to be anything but 
rehearsed. "I was shocked, I'll admit it. And after all that unpleasant business before, I 
thought it best just to go. Well, anyway, it doesn't matter. I've been very stupid, and 
I'm here now, trying to make amends." 
"We're glad you're here, aren't we, Jez?" Jez nods, knowing that Laurence has 
learned how to play the game since he last saw him. Or perhaps he always knew how; 
perhaps he was just so subtle, so perfectly disguised as the English gentleman, that no 
one noticed he was doing it. 
"Thanks so much. The earrings are gorgeous." Lex pauses. "So, which painting do 
you like best?" she asks with delightful candour, and even here, Laurence is ready 
with an answer. 
"I don't know anything about art, so I can't usefully comment, but the eye is 
compelling. I notice it's been sold already." He glances at Jez. "You're finally making 
some proper money, I see." 
"Yeah," Jez drawls, ignoring the jibe. "Prostituting myself for my art." 
"And Lex,of course," Laurence says quickly. "Aren't you prostituting her too?" 
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"Well, I agreed, Laurence," Lex says; his intentional malice has wounded her and 
Jez wants to hit him. "It's not as though Jez forced me." 
Her expression begs Laurence not to cause an unpleasant scene and he withdraws 
at once. Jez feels almost cheated; beating Laurence to a pulp would have been so 
satisfying. Hypocritical bastard. Still hoping to impress Lex with his old fashioned 
chivalry, and Lex, as always, is fooled by it. But how can Laurence hope to gain 
anything when he knows that Lex isn't in love with him, that she will never be? Or 
has he managed, over the weeks, to convince himself that there is hope, that he can 
somehow make Lex want him? Never is a long time, after all. Jez himself has 
dispelled Laurence's fears about his incest with Lex, and he supposes he has only 
himself to blame if Laurence feels ready to try again in a more determined way, if 
only to take her away from her dissolute, amoral brother. 
"I know, Lex." Laurence kisses Lex's cheek. "And if I've embarrassed you again, 
well, I can only ask you to forgive me. Again." 
"Forgiven," Lex says. 
Feeling outmanoeuvred, Jez excuses himself and leaves them to it, but he keeps a 
careful eye on them, waiting for Laurence to leave himself alone and vulnerable. 
When he does, he will be ready to attack. Has Laurence prepared himself adequately 
for that? Laurence doesn't know Jez well enough; he's unaware of how far he is 
prepared to go to win the war. It doesn't matter what the prize is anymore; bringing 
Saint Laurence to his knees will be its own reward. 
Jez gets himself another glass of wine and lights another cigarette. He's exhausted, 
but the evening will be over soon. Then he can take Lex home and lose himself in her. 
He realises that he's allowed Laurence to throw him off balance, but it's a momentary 
blip, nothing more. From now on, he'll be ready for the next move. The opportunity 
comes soon enough. When Laurence leaves Lex and goes in the direction of the men's 
room, Jez follows. 
"Well," he says, closing the door behind him, noting with great satisfaction that 
Laurence has not expected this and appears startled. "I'm impressed. You seem to 
have decided to try for Lexy again." He pauses, takes a deep breath, and licks his lips. 
"You can't win her, you know." 
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Laurence shrugs. 
"Perhaps," he agrees. "But if! can get her away from you, it'll be enough." 
"And how do you plan to do that, exactly?" 
"By exposing what you are." 
"You can't tell Lexy anything about me that she doesn't already know," Jez says 
with a smile. "She knows everything." 
"She doesn't know what you ... did," Laurence says. 
"What we did, Laurence." Jez keeps his tone light. "I seem to remember your 
participation. It wasn't exactly one-sided, was it? Anyway, Lexy wouldn't believe you. 
She'd drop you like a stone if you told her I'd forced you." 
"Why shouldn't she believe me, if she knows about your interest in men?" 
"Because I can make her believe anything, Laurence, and you'd better believe that. 
I'd tell her that you were turned on by the paintings, no lie - right? I'd tell her that I 
just couldn't help myself. Which isn't exactly true, of course, but I could persuade her 
that it is." He pauses, his quick mind remembering conversations he and Lex have 
had. "And I've told her before that I thought you fancied me, Laurence. And that I 
might consider fucking you." 
"What?" Laurence's face has drained of colour, and he staggers back against the 
wall. "Why would you do that?" 
"Just winding her up." Jez shrugs. "She never found it funny though. She always 
defended you. But Laurence, the seeds are already planted." He smiles serenely, as 
though nothing can touch him. "It wouldn't take much to convince her they'd started 
to grow. She'd be angry with me for a little while, but eventually she'd understand 
because she knows I can never resist a fuck. She accepts my weaknesses and I accept 
hers, because we've always been there for each other. I've helped her and she's helped 
me." Jez shakes his head. "But you, Laurence, you'd lose her so fast, it'll be like she's 
never been in your life." Laurence is silent; suddenly, he looks very old. "But if you 
stay ... friendly with me, well, I'll make sure you remain in the inner circle. Now, 
you'd better get back to Lexy. She'll be worried if you're too long." He laughs. "She'll 
think you've had a heart attack or something." He leans in close, so he's almost 
touching Laurence's mouth with his. "And that's exactly how you look, too." 
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Feeling back on top, Jez turns and leaves the men's room. A few seconds later, he 
sees that Laurence has followed. 
The rest of the evening passes quickly and Jez knows that he's been totally 
successful on all counts. Emma is pleased with him, and promises to speak to him 
soon about organising more showings. Laurence however remains subdued and 
refuses Lex's offer to come back to the house for coffee, pleading an early start the 
next day. They hail separate cabs and leave, but not before Laurence, in an act of 
defiance, kisses Lex on the mouth, too briefly for a lover, too long for just a friend. 
Jez is pleased to see that Lex seems a little startled at this, because she pulls back 
quickly. 
On the way home, Lex leans against Jez heavily, as though she's sinking into him, 
being absorbed by him. Holding her tight, feeling her heat seep into him, he makes 
another vow that he will never let her go. 
Inside the house, he pours them both a nightcap and hands one to Lex. 
"Fucking bastard," Jez mutters, watching under hooded lids as she puts the brandy 
glass to her lips and takes a sip. 
"Who?" Lex asks. Jez wonders if she's being deliberately stupid. 
"Laurence, of course. He won't give up, the disgusting old goat. Why d'you think 
he bought you those?" Jez gestures to the amethyst earrings, which dangle from Lex's 
10bes. "I think you should be careful." 
"Don't be silly, Jez. He knows better." 
"Does he? Really? What about that kiss? I noticed you backed off from that pretty 
fast." Lex shrugs; her eyes are suddenly downcast. "And don't you think that 
accepting his gift was leading him on? Giving him false hope?" Jez pauses. "It is false 
hope, isn't it, Lexy?" 
At once, Lex removes the earrings, pulls their little box from her clutch bag and 
returns them to its dark interior. 
"There," she says. "Better?" She goes to him, winds her arms around his neck, 
kisses his mouth with soft, brandied lips. "I won't wear them when you're around, 
okay?" Jez nods. "There's no need to be jealous of Laurence. You always have been, 
and you've never had reason. It's always been you." Jez does not attempt to deny his 
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jealousy; even he cannot lie about that. "But Jez, please don't stop me being friends 
with him? I love him. He's like ... daddy should've been. That's all." 
Jez considers his answers. Lex has never said this to him before, has never 
expressed the need to have any kind of father-figure in her life since their father died. 
Perhaps before, she was afraid to. Perhaps now, she feels secure enough in Jez's love 
to admit it. Much as Jez hates the idea, he realises that he can't stop her from seeing 
Laurence. Instead, he will have to make her stop wanting to. 
"Okay, Lexy. Just remember what I said, because you know it's true. I don't want 
you to get hurt." And this is as much a warning as any overt threat. Jez only hopes she 
takes it seriously. 
He holds out his hand and trusting, like a child, Lex takes it. They go upstairs and 
Jez makes her put the box containing the earrings in a drawer, hidden away beneath 
piles of clothes. Then he makes love to her tenderly, telling her that he loves her, that 
he can never be without her. And she makes a vow that he never will be. 
For her birthday, Jez gives Lex a yin-yang pendant made from their combined 
birthstones, aquamarine and tourmaline hung on a finely wrought silver chain. He'd 
ordered it when Emma gave him his showing, and is delighted with the result. When 
she receives his love-token, Lex cries with delight. 
The finished article hangs around her neck now as she stretches out naked on the 
bed, and Jez sketches her in pastels. He will keep this, as he has kept the original 
painting he made of her. These are the best pieces he's ever produced, the most 
special, and he can't bear to let them go. 
That evening he cooks for Lex, all her favourite foods. He has bought dark bitter 
chocolates and amaretto liqueur, and feeds her them with dessert. With every 
mouthful, every sweet word, and every caress, he draws her closer to him and further 
away from Laurence. 
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Two weeks after my birthday, there's another. Our father's. I deliberate, wondering if I 
should visit his grave, wondering why I'm even considering it. But the more I think 
about it, the more I feel the need. I haven't been there since his funeral , afraid that 
seeing the headstone with its engraving - BELOVED FATHER. LOVING 
HUSBAND - might bring it all back to life. Might bring him back to life. But he's 
never really been dead to me; he's lived on in my mind, haunting me with what he 
did. He still disrupts my life as he always did. If I don't visit the grave, he'll never 
stop. 
We're sitting in the lounge watching TV when I tell Jez my decision. He stares at 
me as though I've finally gone crazy, and perhaps I have. 
flyou can't go," he says. "I can't believe you're even thinking about it, after what 
that bastard did to you." His expression seems set in stone, cold with anger. In the 
face of this hostility, I almost back down. The last thing I want is to upset Jez. 
Arguing with him always makes me feel sick, and his being angry with me now starts 
my heart beating fast and my stomach churning. As he continues staring at me", 
willing me to agree that I won't go, I decide that I can't let him overrule me this time" 
that I must risk his displeasure. I have to exorcise my father's ghost, and I believe that 
going to the cemetery is the only way to begin the cleansing. 
"I'm not asking you to come," I reply. 
"Good," Jez says with a scathing laugh. "Because I'm not going to. Not even if you 
get down on your knees and beg." 
It's a challenge. In his eyes there's a sudden terror. I want to tell him that maybe if 
he came along he'd find some peace too, as I hope to, but I don't. Since our father's 
death, Jez has mostly pretended that he never existed, just as he mostly pretends that 
his mother never existed. Sometimes though, he wakes me with night terrors that he 
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claims not to remember the next day, but we both know that really, he doesn't want to 
remember. 
"I'm not going to beg," I tell him. "I'm just asking you to understand why I need to 
do this. And even if you can't understand, well, I'm going to do it anyway." 
He casts a disgusted look in my direction, and I feel as though I've mutated into 
some lower form of pond life. 
"Do what you want," he snaps. "Now I've got work to do. Don't disturb me." He 
snaps off the TV with the remote, then goes to leave the room, then turns back to me. 
"Oh yeah, there's some paperwork in the office that needs sorting out. I mean, you left 
Laurence to help me, didn't you?" 
"Jez... " 
"So help me." He stalks off, and I hear the cellar door slam shut, followed by the 
sound of him locking it. I stand in the middle of the lounge, trying to stem my rising 
panic. Jez won't love me anymore if! do this. He'll leave me. Since I stopped working 
at the shop we've become like one person. Just him and me. If he leaves me ... No. I 
refuse to think of that. 
I go into our tiny office, and survey the stack of papers on the desk. There's a log 
of Jez's work that needs updating, and Emma has sent through the names of 
prospecti ve clients who are considering commissions, along with their phone 
numbers. It's up to me to contact them and arrange appointments so that Jez can 
discuss what they want. Because he isn't making enough money yet to employ an 
accountant, there's figure work to do as well. This isn't much different from my job at 
the shop. But I do miss going out every day. I miss the books. And I miss Laurence, 
miss his kindness and consideration. 
Laurence and I have had lunch a couple of times since Jez's gallery showing. He 
looks a little tired and somewhat strained lately. Older. He tells me that my 
replacement, a mature lady by the name of Anne, is nice enough, respectable with a 
good knowledge of books, but she's not me. 
"I wish you'd come back, Lex," he tells me when I see him, when we speak on the 
phone. "I'll give you a pay rise." 
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And I always laugh and tell him that he doesn't have enough to pay me now I've risen 
in the world to become a personal secretary to an acclaimed artist. But although we 
laugh, we both know it's just a joke, that I'll never go back, and the laughter's hollow. 
Although his fears about my relationship with Jez have been quelled, Laurence knows 
that my loyalty to him is paramount, that I won't desert him while he needs me. But 
we don't speak about Jez much. Whenever I try to update Laurence on Jez's work, he 
always curtails the conversations abruptly, pointedly changing the subject. I have to 
accept that they will never be friends, and as long as I can love them both in their 
different ways, I can learn to do that. 
When we meet for a drink the next day, I tell him of my decision about going to 
my father's grave. I've never come out and told Laurence exactly what he did to me, 
but he knows that my father was a bully and that I was afraid ofhim. 
"Are you quite sure that's what you want to do?" he asks; he looks as though he 
wants to say more, but is holding back. At least he's not condemning me outright like 
Jez did. 
"Yes. It's time to move on. I have to try and let it go." I shrug. "It's a start, isn't it?" 
"Yes, Lex. A start." He puts a hand over mine, and I don't move it. His touch is 
comforting, especially after Jez's coldness; he's barely spoken to me since I told him 
my plans, and certainly hasn't touched me. "If it's any help, I think you're being very 
brave." 
I frown. I'm not brave, but Laurence likes to have his little fantasies. 
"Thanks." I accept his accolade. "It does help, and it means a lot, too." Which is no 
lie. 
Laurence squeezes my hand tighter. With a flare of dismay, I see that look in his 
eyes again. Gently I remove my hand from under his on the pretext of picking up my 
drink, and he smiles a little sadly. 
"If you like, I'll come with you," he offers. Despite my misgivings that accepting 
would encourage him, I consider it. It'd be less scary to go with Laurence. He would 
support me, make me feel safe and strong. But I can't let him. Visiting my father's 
grave is something I must do alone. I have to look my past directly in the eye and say 
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goodbye to it. Most of all, I have to believe that it can't hurt me anymore. Besides, it'd 
piss Jez off even more if Laurence were to accompany me, and he's already angry. 
"It's kind of you," I tell Laurence. "But no, I'll manage." He seems crestfallen but 
nods graciously. "So, how's Anne?" I ask, teasing him. "Any romance there yet?" 
Laurence colours vividly. 
"No. Of course not." He clears his throat. "As always, there's no one." 
So why do I think he's lying? What difference does it make if he has a lover? He 
deserves to have someone love him, and I want him to be happy. But Laurence has 
never discussed his love life or lack of it with me, and in respect for his obvious 
discomfort, I drop the subject, and from then on we stay carefully neutral, just friends 
having a drink. 
When I get back that evening, Jez seems to have mellowed. He's been smoking 
dope, which always calms his moods. 
"I've been horrible," he says, enfolding me into an embrace and holding me tight. 
"I know you suffered more than I did with him, that's why I'm so against you going. 
But if you have to, you have to." He caresses my hair with his lips. "I'm still not 
coming with you, Lexy." 
I raise my face to his; his eyes are a little glazed. 
"It's okay," I reply, and it is. Having his sanction is like being blessed, and it hits 
me hard again, how dependent on him I am. And that's okay too, because by his 
single unselfish action, I understand that it's not one-sided. The dependence is mutual, 
after all. Symbiotic. We can't be without each other. Eventually, we always come 
back together. And we come back together now, joining our bodies, becoming one 
person again, bound by love and blood. 
The morning of my father's birthday dawns, and I wake early. I say wake, but I've 
barely slept all night, and when I did I dreamed of my father as he was when I was 
young. as he was when he touched me. When he fucked me. Unnerved, I almost 
change my mind about visiting the grave, but I know more strongly than ever that I 
have to do it. Still, I'm physically sick a couple of times that morning, and I can't eat. 
My breakfast is a couple of cups of strong black espresso and a dozen chain-smoked 
cigarettes. 
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Jez says nothing, for which I'm thankful. He doesn't touch me either, and I'm glad of 
that too, because today his resemblance to our father is stronger than I've ever seen it. 
Ifhe touches me I might scream. But then I wish he'd make love to me, so I can forget 
my pain and fear. I want to tell him all this but I'm unable to articulate it, so I say 
nothing. Perhaps there aren't words to express my emotion. I can only vomit it up into 
the toilet bowl and flush it away, into the sewer where it belongs. 
I leave mid-morning and get off at the tube one stop early at Earl's Court and walk 
the rest of the wayan foot. It takes about twenty minutes but I hope the exercise and 
fresh air will clear my mind; although it's still chilly, the morning is bright and spring­
like. As always the streets are busy, full of cars pumping out exhaust, hooting 
impatiently at each other in the clogged roads. People hurry off to work clutching 
briefcases, talking urgently on mobile phones. Families of tourists with cameras and 
holdalls examine maps, looking to see where they're going. The bustle of everyday 
life lightens my mood a little and suddenly the thought of the cemetery doesn't seem 
quite so frightening after all. 
When I get to the gates, however, I freeze. I remember the funeral. Jez and me in 
the big black car, me wearing black, looking smart, a hypocrite pretending to be sorry 
that our father was dead. And J ez, who didn't want to come at all, who had only 
attended to support me, dressed in his scruffiest, dirtiest clothes, unwashed and 
unshaven, still half drunk from the night before. The long slow drive up the road to 
the chapel of rest, watching people stop walking to stand motionless in respect for the 
dead. Coming to the chapel, seeing a surprising number of mourners. Friends from the 
university, a couple of women I'd never seen before. I remember thinking, how can 
this man have had friends? Didn't they know what he was like, that he spent most of 
his time abusing Jez with words and me with his body? Even after he stopped fucking 
me, there were touches, caresses, just to remind me who was in charge. Didn't they 
know how he'd driven one wife to suicide and the other into leaving him and 
abandoning their children? How he'd robbed me of my childhood, and was still 
robbing me of a life? But I supposed that he was different with them. Probably the life 
and soul, full ofjokes and bonhomie. It was only at home that he shed his urbane skin 
and became the monster he really was. 
I 
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Getting out of the car, seeing pitying looks on the faces of the mourners, hearing 
whispered murmurs of condolence. Accepting them. And then entering the chapel, 
being almost overwhelmed by the sickening stench of flowers - white lilies, of course, 
the tear-shaped flower of mourning. The placing of the coffin on its stand, feeling 
glad that what lay inside it was dead and decaying. And that made me cry, because I 
wondered what had happened to him to make him hate us so much, that made him 
hurt his wives with words and blows. Maybe his childhood was traumatic too, he 
never said. Now he never could. Explanations and apologies would never be given or 
accepted. I remember thinking that maybe he was just born bad. He never showed any 
signs of remorse for what he did, never tried to justify himself or his unjustifiable 
actions. 
During the funeral service, I sat listening to the vicar's homilies, feeling numb. 
When people got up and spoke for him, I cried again, not because I missed my father, 
not because of the poignancy of their words, but because they were all deceived. They 
must have thought that Jez was a terrible son. He remained dry-eyed through the 
service. Once I even heard him laugh. 
All those memories come back now, and I'm caught in between times, unable for a 
few moments to move forward or back. I'm aware of people staring at me as I stand 
paralysed outside the gates, until finally, an old woman comes up to me. 
"You all right, love?" she asks, concern making her wrinkled-apple face even more 
seamed. "You don't look very well." 
I come back to myself with a start, and realise that tears are running down my face. 
I wipe them away with the back of my hand. 
"You going to visit someone?" she asks, like the cemetery's a hospital or sQme 
kind of care home. I nod. 
"My father." 
She nods sagely_ 
"It's hard, ain't it, love? How long he been dead?" 
"Just over a year." Why am I talking to this stranger? "It's his birthday today." 
"Must be hard for you, coming here all on your own." 
I sniff back the last of the tears. 
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"I'll be all right." I manage a smile, and the old lady's bird-bright glance darts over my 
face, trying to make sure. Why does she care? And what does she think she's going to 
do anyway? 
"You sure, love?" 
"Yes. Thanks." I manage to move my frozen body, manage a smile, and I feel her 
little hand, dry and claw-like, squeeze mine. 
"You take care," she says, and with a final squeeze, she walks away, down the 
road, and not wanting to be cornered by another well meaning but misguided stranger, 
I make myself walk through the gates onto the long grey highway of the dead. 
His grave is on the far side of the cemetery. I pass by carven angels that look down 
on me stern and unblinking, their blind eyes holding a promise: This is what we all 
come to. Bones, ashes and dust. Squatting tombs crouch like poisonous toads just 
beyond the drive, their mouths closed for now, but always eager for a new corpse to 
eat. Rows and rows of headstones watch my passing. The bodies of the older stones 
are overgrown with grass and lichen. Some are new and still shiny. Granite. Basalt. 
Marble. All dug from the earth, put back into the earth, neatly engraved with the 
names and dates that signify those they stand and guard. Shivering, I hurry past. Why 
do all these things have to look like death? 
When I get nearer to the site of my father's grave, I come to an abrupt halt. 
Someone's there. A woman. She stands motionless, like a statue herself, stiff and 
straight. She's not very tall, and I can't see what she looks like; she's enveloped in a 
long black coat and wears a hat that covers her hair. I experience a bizarre feeling of 
jealousy at her intrusion. This is my moment, this is my time to try and make my 
peace. How dare this stranger come along and ruin it? 
I move to the shelter of a tree and hover around, not sure what to do. Perhaps I 
should come back another day. But I know I won't come back if! leave. This is one of 
the hardest things I've ever had to do; I don't think I can be this brave again. I'll have 
to wait until she leaves. In the meantime, I remain hidden by the tree, watching the 
woman, a voyeur to her unwanted presence. 
Long minutes pass. The woman remains where she is, unmoving, apparently just 
staring at the grave, which is uncared for, with no flowers, decayed or otherwise, to 
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decorate it. I should have known that my father wouldn't have had many visitors. 
Biting back tears, I think I should have brought some stuff to tidy it up. Tidying the 
grave would have been an act of forgiveness, an act of cleansing. Why doesn't she go 
away? When she goes, I can rip away the unkempt grass with my hands, maybe wipe 
the headstone with some tissues from my bag. 
Please, go away. 
When she remains where she is, I know I'm going to have to brave it. Maybe it 
won't be so bad. I can explain who I am, and she'll understand and leave me to it. If 
she's kind, that is. She might accuse me of being a bad daughter, and I suppose I have 
been, because I've left him to rot like this. 
Steeling myself, I step out from my hiding place and walk the last few metres. 
She's kneeling now. Her shoulders shake, and muffled sobs carry on the au. 
There's a sicky feeling in my stomach, like a warning. She seems familiar, suddenly. 
Like I should know her. Why don't I know her? 
"Hello?" I force the greeting from my mouth. At once the woman whirls around 
and stands up in one movement, almost slipping on the ground in her shock. I see big 
blue eyes in a white mask and a red mouth opened in an '0' of disbelief. Then the 
woman - don't I know this woman? - backs away from me. She's standing on my 
father's grave, the heels of her boots disappearing into the dirt as though he's reaching 
up from hell and dragging her down. 
"Oh God," she whispers. "Oh God." 
And as the words echo in my head, as I hear the faintest Irish lilt, I see her for who 
she is. I see me, as I will be years ahead. This is Raisin. This is my loving mother. 
And - perhaps with some deeply embedded memory - she has recognised me too 
I too take a step backward, then I turn, begin running, not knowing where I'm 
going, just running, pushing my whole body forward and away from her. I want to 
turn, to yell at her to go back to wherever she'd crawled all those years ago, but I just 
want to get away. I want to cry, but I've wasted too many tears on her already. I won't 
waste any more. My breathing's choked and harsh and hard; I taste the coppery tang 
of blood where I've bitten my tongue in my hurry to escape her. I hear her call to me, 
"Wait!" Her voice sounds clogged. "Wait!" Closer. She's following. I don't want her 
--
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to follow. So why do I stop, gasping and suddenly breathless, and wait for her to 
come to me? 
Now she's standing before me, her pale face pink with exertion. Little tendrils of 
hair, the same flaming colour as mine, have escaped the confines of her hat. Her 
make-up is perfectly applied, and she looks so young, like my sister rather than my 
mother. How old is she now? Must be early forties. She had me when she was young 
and ... 
"It is you, isn't it?" she says, panting. Our breathing is almost synchronised. 
"Alexandra?" 
"Don't call me that!" Yes, Alexandra. Daddy loves you. Let me show you how I love 
you. 
A combination of emotions shows on her face, shock mainly. I suppose she came 
here not expecting anyone else's presence, but why? Didn't she think her child would 
want to visit her father on his birthday? She has no idea, after all, what he did to me. 
And then ... 
"How did you know he was dead anyway?" My voice sounds incoherent to me, 
and I wonder if she's understood my garbled question, but yes, she answers. 
"I read about it in the Times obituary column last year." 
Ah, so she's been in the country then. I'd always half-believed that she'd fled 
abroad, somewhere exotic. I laugh at her reply. Jez had put the entry in the Times as a 
celebration more than an expression of sorrow and respect. Of course, Roisin couldn't 
know that. 
She's staring at me now with a kind of hunger. She never looked at me like that 
before, at least, if she did, I don't remember. Raisin, after all, was always the Snow 
Queen, cold and aloof. I always thought she didn't know how to love. Even to me she 
was untouchable, and when she did touch me, I always felt it was out of duty rather 
than real maternal feeling. But she doesn't look like that now. 
"I'm sorry," she says at last, as though that makes everything all right. It fails to 
move me. How can an apology make up for so many years' absence? How can an 
apology compensate for the abuse and terror I endured? Much as I might want to 
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make my peace with her, I can't. It's too late. So I say nothing and the gulf between us 
seems to widen. 
"I had to leave," she says, her words coming out in a gabble. "You don't know 
what... How... " 
What my father did to her? How badly he treated her? Oh I knew. I heard the cries 
of pain, the pleas for him to stop hurting her. I heard him laughing, then cursing and 
swearing, and the sound of slaps and fists smacking into flesh. I bet he's laughing 
right now, down in his rotting wooden home, at what he's done to us. I bet he's 
laughing fit to shake his bones apart. I gulp back the emotions that threaten to 
consume me. 
"How is James?" Roisin asks, apparently desperate to get some response from me, 
and this works because my father's dead. We're standing near his grave. Why is she 
asking me this? And then my mind clears and I remember that Jez's given name is 
James too, but I've never called him that. He's been 'Jez' since I first learned to talk, 
and it's stuck. Shaking my head, I begin to walk away again. Raisin trots along by my 
side, talking fast. But I want nothing to do with her. I have all I need in Jez. I don't 
need a mother. 
"I know you're angry," she's saying as I stride along. "I'm angry with myself. I 
can't excuse my leaving you. But it was self~preservation." 
And what about my preservation? I want to scream. You knew what he was like. 
You knew his temper and his fits ofviolence. What about me? What about me? 
I stop abruptly and she collides into me. I push her away as though touched by 
something filthy. 
"When you left he began fucking me." The revelation erupts from my mouth like 
projectile vomit. I'm alarmed at the brutal hate in my voice, because it's never come 
out like this before, so raw, so harsh. This isn't just opening the ancient wounds, it's 
tearing them apart, pouring acid on them and watching them bubble. 
r turn again and walk. Roisin doesn't follow. The shock has paralysed her. Of their 
own accord, my feet come to a sudden halt. All control over my body seems to have 
left me. I hear her begin to cry; her sobs carry like birdsong on the cool April breeze. 
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Her misery sinks into my skin and now I'm crying too, silent tears of grief, shame, 
and loathing. A hand lands on my shoulder, and her weeping sounds loud in my ears. 
"Please," she says. "I've missed you." She shakes her head, her mouth opens, 
closes again. "Please?" She's as confused, as hurt, as I am. "At least let me buy you a 
coffee? At least let me ... " A helpless shrug." I don't know." A pause; her lips quiver 
and she utters a little cry. "I can't make it better, can I?" 
Without turning, I shake my head. I don't want to kid myself or her, because right 
now, I can never see us being mother and daughter as we should be. She killed all that 
the day she left and what's dead can't be revived. I suppose 1 can let her talk though. 
Listen to what she has to say. Despite myself, I want to know where she went and 
what she's done. So I nod and walk on ahead of her toward the black gates, and 
silently, she follows. 
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In the end, we go to a pub. It's a shabby place with drab outdated decor and brown 
faux leather seats that are in dire need of reupholstering. Yellow foam rubber pokes 
out of holes; some of the seats are slashed, perhaps by drunken punters. The floor 
hasn't seen polish in at least a decade, and the lighting's low, making the place seem 
more uninviting than it probably is. But we accept the invite and sit down at a round 
table where at least the seats are intact, although the table-tap's somewhat sticky with 
spilled beer. I'm still in a state of shock and so is Raisin. We sit in awkward silence 
for a long moment, then she asks if I want a drink, and I bite back a sarcastic reply 
that we're in a pub, what else is there to do? But I mumble that I'll have a gin and 
tonic, and sit as she goes to the bar and orders from the bored looking barman. There 
are no other customers in the pub but us. 
Roisin sets the drinks down on the table. 
"I got us both doubles," she says. "You look as though you need it." A pause. "I 
certainly do." And she takes a nervous sip, shrugging off her coat before sitting 
opposite me. 
The clothes beneath are understated, a simple black wool dress worn over a 
slender, still supple figure. A wristwatch and a gold necklace with a single diamond 
teardrop are the only accessories she wears. Another sip, and she removes her hat. I 
almost expect long glorious locks of hair to cascade downward, but in fact her hair is 
cut in a layered chin-length bob; a few streaks of silver run through it. She's not like 
me at all, I see now. Roisin is more beautiful than I remember - age has only 
improved her - and I feel suddenly ugly and insecure. There's a warmth in her eyes 
that I've never seen before. 
"What did you mean, before?" she asks. "What you said ... about your father ... ?" 
Her fingers scrabble in her bag, and she pulls out a pack of cigarettes. She lights one 
with shaking fingers, then offers me one, which I take. All the time the question hangs 
between us, and I don't know what to say, except the awful truth. 
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"What I said. When you left he began abusing me." I suck at the cigarette, wishing 
it would kill me now. Clog up my arteries. Asphyxiate my lungs. Raise my blood 
pressure until my heart bursts. Anything rather than endure this. I wonder why I came 
here. I shouldn't have. 
"1 can't believe ... I mean ... " She shakes her head, and I find myself smiling 
bitterly. 
"Believe it. Within a couple of months of your going, he was in my bed." I pause, 
then add: "And in me." The words hurt me as well as her, and I wipe away the angry 
tears that have begun to fall. "It went on till I was sixteen." 
I watch her through a haze of smoke, watch her face pale until it's colourless 
except for the red slash of her mouth and the darkness of her eyes. She's swallowing 
hard, gulping in air as though it's hard for her to breathe. Then she stands and rushes 
in the direction of the Ladies'. After about ten minutes she comes back; her eyes are 
red-rimmed and she seems shaken, but she's composed herself enough to talk. In the 
meantime, I've bought more drinks and am smoking another of her cigarettes. 
"I'm sorry," she says again. She takes a huge shuddering breath. "I don't know 
what to say." 
"Nothing. There's nothing you can say." I wonder at how calm I sound, but I'm not 
really calm at all. "And I don't want to talk about it anymore. 1 just thought you 
should know what you abandoned me to." I drink my gin in one go, but it barely 
touches me. "So, where did you go?" 
"To Ireland. Cork. You know I have family there. A sister." 
No. I didn't know that. At least, I don't remember her ever telling me, although I do 
remember that her parents are dead. 
"Oh. I have an aunt?" 
"Kathleen." Now she smiles. It lights her whole face; there are barely any lines 
under the perfect make-up. "If you like I can ... " 
"No," I cut her off before she can say the inevitable. "I have enough family. I don't 
need any more." The smile disappears and she looks into her glass. "Did you marry 
again? Do I have any more half-brothers or sisters?" 
Now she looks up; there's disgust in her eyes. 
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"No. I'll never marry again. Your father ruined all that for me. Men are poison, 
Alexandra... " 
"I told you," I interrupt furiously, "don't call me that. Daddy called me that. 
Everyone else calls me Lex." 
"Lex. Sorry. I have a partner. We live together." 
"I thought you said ... " 
"She's called Beth. We've been together four years. She's thirty-five, a nurse." 
Suddenly she's giving me her life history. It's all too much. My mother's a lesbian? 
Or at least, bisexual. She'd probably have more in common with Jez than she has with 
me. Certainly, he'd be intrigued by her; her natural charisma and pale beauty would 
inevitably attract him. I can't let her meet him. 
Apparently unaware of my inner turmoil, Roisin continues to speak. The words 
tumble from her mouth like rocks down a scree face with such force that I have to 
listen. She works as a personal assistant in a fancy-sounding private clinic that 
performs abortions and cosmetic surgery, which was where she met Beth. They live in 
Hampstead, near the Heath. They have a black cat called Bella, and a tiny patio 
garden that's a suntrap in summer, when they drink Pimm's and lemonade and ... I 
can't take anymore. I stub out my cigarette in the already full ashtray, grab my bag 
and stand up. 
"I have to go," I tell her, preparing to flee. 
"Please don't." 

"I can't sit with you, listen to you. I can't..." 

"Are you still at the house?" she asks, and caught off guard, I nod, instantly 

regretting it. Now she knows where to find me. 
"I'm going," I tell her again, and with her protests following me, I'm out of the pub, 
onto the high street, where I go round a corner, then another, and lean against a wall, 
finally sobbing and sobbing until my head throbs and I'm almost retching, having 
trouble breathing, sufIocating in the intensity of my grief and rage. Passers by stare, 
but none approach me. I suppose they're wary of the weeping mad woman. After a 
while I manage to stop, and I trail along to the tube station, afraid that I might meet 
Roisin on the way. But I don't, and soon I'm on my way home. 
. 
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When I get there, I don't know what to do. Can I face Jez, and if I do, should I tell 
him what's happened? How will he react if! do? I don't want to go home, but I can't 
just walk about aimlessly. I'm so exhausted I feel like I might collapse if I go much 
further. Home seems to be the safest option. When I come to the house, the five steps 
leading to the door seem insurmountable. Stepping through the door, I'm so relieved I 
almost start crying again. Then I hear voices coming from the lounge and my heart 
sinks. I don't want to talk to anyone except Jez, and certainly not to any of his friends. 
The door opens though, and Jez stands framed in the doorway. He has an odd 
expression on his face. 
"Lexy?" 
"Who did you expect?" I snap. "The Queen of Sheba?" I lower my voice. "Who's 
here?" 
Another odd expression crosses his face, then he pulls the door to and whispers: 
"Laurence. " 
"What? Why's he here?" 
"He was worried about you," Jez says after a short pause. "You told him where 
you were going today, didn't you? He came about half an hour ago and insisted on 
waiting. That's okay, isn't it?" 
"Yes. Yes. I hope you've been civil?" 
"Oh yeah," Jez drawls. "Very accommodating." He puts his arms around me and 
his lips move against my hair. Instantly I feel safe. "Was it okay? You seem very 
strung out." He pulls back a little. "You've been crying, Lexy." He kisses my eyelids, 
and I struggle away in case Laurence should come out and catch us in this intimate 
act. "Why've you been crying?" 
"I'm all right," I tell him. "It was just - overwhelming, that's all. You were right 
though. It didn't help. I think - I think it made things worse." 
Jez cups my face with his hand, apparently uncaring of Laurence's presence on the 
other side of the door. 
"Forget him," he says. "Forget he ever existed. It's just you and me, Lexy. We can't 
let anyone interfere with that. Okay?" 
-
err· 
• 

Clutching Shadow 155 
I 

I nod, but inside I scream: It's too late. Raisin's already interfered with my life by 
coming back into it. How can 1 ever be the same again? 
"Have you been drinking?" Jez asks. "I can smell gin." 
"I just stopped for a quick one. To calm my nerves." 
He drops a quick kiss on my mouth, enclosing my breast with his hand, softly 
caressmg. 
"We'll get rid of Laurence and I can calm you properly," he whispers with a grin, 
then pushes the door open and we go into the lounge. Laurence sits on the couch, but 
when I enter, he stands. 
"Lex. Are you all right?" He seems ill at ease. Given that he knows I've been to the 
cemetery this morning, I suppose he's unsure of how to react toward me. I nod like an 
automaton. 
"Yes. It was kind of you to think of me, but you didn't need to bother. I'm a big girl 
now. I can manage without babysitters." That's harsh, but I can't help it. Laurence 
instantly backs off and I notice that Jez smiles an odd little smile, there and gone 
again in a flash. "Sorry. Laurence. I was just taking my bad day out on you. It was ... 
difficult." 
I cross the short distance between us and kiss his cheek. He seems different, almost 
shifty, like he's hiding something. But that's ridiculous; what can Laurence - safe, 
reliable Laurence - have to hide? I'm just being over-sensitive. 
"1 probably shouldn't have come," Laurence says hurriedly, pulling away. "I'm 
sorry. I have no right to pry into family business." 
An awkward silence falls, then I shake my head and hug him to me again. 
"You're like family, Laurence. If my father had been like you ... Well, I might've 
been different. Better." And maybe my mother wouldn't have left, to come back all 
these years later to disrupt my life so completely. 
ftyou couldn't be better, Lex," Laurence says. "You're perfect as you are." And 
behind him, I see Jez scowl at his sentimentality. 
"Yeah, well, she's back now, you've said what you have to say. I think Lexy 
d "D 't Lexy?"probably wants some space. /I Jez 100ks at me har. on you, . 
Disengaging myself from Laurence, I nod. He takes the not-so-subtle hint at once. 
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"If you need me, Lex," he says, "you know where I am. Any time." He glances at 
Jez with utmost dislike. "I'll see myself out." 
Seconds later, the front door closes, and Jez and I face each other, 
"Even when you're obviously shook up, he tries it on, doesn't he?" he says, "I wish 
you wouldn't see him, Lexy. I wish you'd just tell him to fuck off." 
"I can't believe how selfish you are," I hit back. "It's all very well for you, Jez. 
Your career's blossoming. You've got me running around, doing errands for you to 
help it on its way. I gave up my job because you asked me to. And now you want me 
to give up the only real friend I have. He loves me, Jez." 
"Yeah, and don't you just feed off it? Aren't I enough for you? Do you have to 
court some old man just because it makes you feel a little less insecure?" Amazed, I 
see there are actually tears standing in his eyes, but what kind of tears they are, I don't 
know. "You shouldn't have gone. I knew it was a bad idea, but no, you had to go 
searching for 'peace' and - what do the Americans call it? Oh yeah - closure," The 
derision in his voice is choked by hurt and that makes it worse. I want to tell him 
what's happened, but I'm not strong enough. The idea of Jez going on another tirade 
when he hears about my ... Raisin.,. is too daunting. My head is starting to ache 
again, throbbing like a rotten tooth. 
"I'm going to go upstairs," I say. "I don't want to fight with you, Jez. You were 
right, I was wrong. It was a terrible idea. Okay? 
I tum and leave the room, go to my bedroom, which I haven't used in weeks, 
except for dressing in. The bed looks cold and uninviting but I lay on it, pressing my 
face into the cool fresh softness of the pillow. If I could just sleep like this, just fall 
into darkness, gradually cutting off my air so I never had to breathe again, passing 
away in serenity, it would be like a blessing, How wonderful to escape, completely 
and utterly, what's in my head. 
I roll onto my back and stare at the ceiling, trying not to think about Roisin. 
Failing. Why was she there today? I never asked her that. What made her go to our 
father's grave? Fate? Do I believe in fate? No. Just coincidence. Maybe it had taken 
her a year to find the courage, just as it had me. And a birthday is an obvious day. I 
picture her face again, savouring it, not wanting to. Then I wonder what her lover 
-
, 
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looks like. What they look like together. Do they hold hands? Do they risk 
disapproving stares by kissing in public? Are their naked bodies supple when they 
wind round each other? Feline and sleek, like their cat? I can't imagine Roisin with a 
woman; I suppose it's hard to imagine your mother with a lover of any kind. And she 
hasn't been real to me for so long, just a cold memory. 
I need to know what's she's like now and I damn her, and myself, for allowing 
myself to be sucked in. Roisin doesn't deserve my interest. But she has it. When I'd 
told her it was too late, that we could never be mother and daughter, I meant it. I still 
do, but it's causing so much conflict inside me that all the pain has resurfaced, fresh as 
it ever was. 
Sitting up, I rub my temples. My head's throbbing and the vision over my right eye 
is slightly blurred. Everything seems a little hazy, as though the world isn't quite real. 
Nothing's real but Roisin and my father. I need a drink and maybe some pain killers, 
but then I'll have to go and face Jez, and he'll drag it out of me. There's no way I'll be 
able to withstand his questioning. I wonder if! should even try. 
In the end I do go downstairs. Hiding in my room is only making things worse. Jez 
is sitting staring into space, a joint in one hand, a tumbler half-full of whisky in the 
other. Our argument, brief though it was, has affected him too. He doesn't 
acknowledge me when I sit on the arm of the chair, except to hand me the joint, which 
I take one drag of and then hand back, deciding that it's a bad idea for me to get 
stoned. 
"I'm sorry." My apology hangs between us. Still he doesn't speak, and I wonder 
why I'm apologising. He was the one who'd said the most hurtful things. But this isn't 
a competition about who's upset who. "Jez, something happened ... " Am I really going 
to tell him? When I know it'll cause trouble? What's wrong with me? When he still 
doesn't speak, I decide that it'll be easier to talk into the silence anyway. That way, I 
can pretend I'm speaking to nothing. "At the grave. Someone else was there." 
Clammy sweat breaks out over my body, trickles between my breasts, turns cold, like 
someone's poured ice water down my top. I shudder. Goosebumps erupt over my skin 
like plague boils. Can I go ahead with this? "Roisin." 
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At first he doesn't react. I wonder if maybe he wasn't listening, or didn't hear 
properly. Didn't register it. I'm about to repeat myself when he throws his glass across 
the room. As it smashes against the wall, shards of glass fly everywhere, littering the 
floor. I give a little cry and instinctively cover my face with my hands. The choking 
stench of whisky detonates on the air like napalm. I don't know how to react to this 
violence. But I'm not given the chance to do anything because Jez gets up, almost 
knocking me off the arm of the chair, where I'm sat, paralysed, and walks from the 
room. Forcing myself to move, I follow him upstairs. He shuts his bedroom door in 
my face as he goes in and I stand there, not knowing what to do, whether to go in after 
him, terrified of what his reaction might be after his wordless outburst. When I hear 
the sound of something else smashing inside, I turn the handle and enter anyway. 
Jez has broken his mirror with his fist. He's clutching a long, vicious looking sliver 
of it in his unhurt hand and is holding it close to his eye. Light reflects off the silvered 
glass into his pupil, which is reduced to a pinpoint. 
"She'll take you away from me," he says in a completely unemotional voice. A 
dead voice. As he speaks, he never takes his gaze from the pointed end of the glass. 
He doesn't seem to notice that his other hand is bleeding, covered with cuts from the 
smashed mirror. "She will. It'll be like you'll have a proper family again. I mean, 
you've already compared Laurence to a father, and I'm sure he'll be happy with that if 
he can't have anything else. And you'll have a mother. I won't fit in anywhere." 
He turns the sliver over and over in his fingers, apparently fascinated. In the 
meantime, I'm paralysed with terror at what he might do. Because I know Jez, and I 
don't believe that his unspoken threat is a bluff. He means it. 
"I'll do what my mother did," he continues. "I'll go into the bathroom, run a bath 
and let my life run away." Now he looks at me; his eyes are blank. "Then I'll have a 
mother again too." 
"Jez, I don't have a mother. As a mother, Raisin is as dead to me as Lucia is to 
you." Except of course, Lucia isn't dead to him; she's undead, lying in a bath full of 
blood, cutting herself over and over. "She won't take me away from you. I was just 
trying to explain why I was so upset when I got home. It's unsettled me." 
Understatement. 
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"Unsettled you?" His fingers continue to play with the sharpened glass. "Yeah. But 
it gives you hope too, doesn't it? Like I said, if you want to, you can be part of 
something bigger." 
"It's not going to happen. I don't even have her address or phone number. I walked, 
Jez. I walked away." 
But that's not entirely, or even remotely, true. I had a drink with her. I listened to 
her talk about her life, even if I divulged barely anything about mine. Except. She 
knows what happened to me. She knows that I still live in the family home. But how 
can I tell Jez any of that? And how can I tell him that I want to know more about her, 
but I'm afraid to, because I might begin to ... ? No. No, I will never love her. She 
doesn't deserve it. 
"I won't see her again. I don't want to." After all, she walked away from me once. 
Why should she bother again now? Besides, she could have come to the house before, 
couldn't she? If she'd really wanted to know that I was okay? She could have come to 
see if! was still here. "I only want you. You're my family, my lover. Everything, Jez." 
Jez exhales and closes his eyes, but he doesn't lower his hand. The sliver of glass is 
still far too close to his eye; one move, it'll pierce it. 
"Okay," he says. "But I want you to prove yourself." 
Prove myself? What more can I do to prove how much I love him? Haven't I 
already given everything to him so that he can be everything to me? And willingly 
too. Obviously that's not enough. He opens his eyes and looks at the glass again, 
grins. I almost faint with relief. 
"You know in the old movies," he continues, "where two people cut themselves 
and mingle their blood?" With a sinking, sick feeling in my stomach, I nod. My relief 
runs away like water down a drain. "We should do that." 
"But. .. " My head's throbbing worse; the thought of shedding blood is insanity. 
"But we're already ... blood-bonded. Is that what they call it?" I try to inject normality 
into my voice III the hope it will bleed into him. It doesn't. "We're brother and sister." 
"Yeah. But it's the act that's important, Lexy. An act of deliberate choice." 
"But Jez, we make love. We can't get closer than that, surely?" 
He shakes his head. 
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"But when I come in you, it drains away. Just a wet patch on the sheet, or 
swallowed. Wasted." He motions toward me with the glass. "But this ... It's forever 
, 
Lexy. Don't you understand?" And desperate to understand, desperate to make things 
better, saner, I humour him with a nod. "It'll be a shared pain, Lexy," he continues. 
"We'll both feel exactly the same thing at the same time. Please? If you love me... " 
Treacherous words. Ifyou love me, you'll ... Fuck me. Take drugs with me. Give up 
your job for me, your friends, your self. Your life. Cut yourself open so you bleed and 
bleed and bleed until there's nothing left. Well, I've done that metaphorically already 
for Jez. What difference will a physical scar make, if it makes him more secure? I nod 
again. 
"Yes." 
At last he lowers his hand and steps toward me. He kisses my forehead; his lips are 
cold against my skin. 
"We should make it special, Lexy. Begin with a bath. A cleansing. We'll wash 
away the past and start afresh." This is sounding increasingly like a magic ritual or a 
sacrifice, but I nod again because it also sounds madly romantic. 
He kisses my mouth and then moves away. 
"Go and run the bath," he tells me. "I'll arrange everything in here." 
I hesitate for a few seconds, then I go into the bathroom and run a bath with 
essential oils and soon the room is filled with exotic scent. It induces a hypnotic 
effect, soothing away the day's events so they seem dreamlike, unreal. When the bath 
is ready, I call Jez, and he joins me. Silently I undress him, and then he undresses me. 
We get into the water together, sighing as the heat sinks into our skin and steam rises 
around us. The wounds on Jez's hand leak thin trails of blood which hang in the water 
like red nimbus clouds before diluting and dissipating. 
"I should dress them," I tell him, but he shakes his head and puts a warm wet 
finger to my mouth. It tastes of the oils I've put in the water. We wash each other 
gently. When we get out of the bath, we wrap each other in towels, and go into Jez's 
room again. He's cleared the floor of mirrored glass and lit some candles. On the bed, 
he's put the shard he was holding before. 
--
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"We should do it while our skin's still warm. The blood will flow better," he says, 
pulling me toward the bed; my towel unwraps and falls to the floor, leaving me naked 
and vulnerable. Gently he lays me down beside the glass splinter. My breathing's 
rapid with anticipation and fear. Are we mad? 
Jez lays beside me, picks up the long thin sliver and holds it tight in his uninjured 
palm. He looks deep into my eyes as though he's trying to see my soul, and touches 
my face with his other hand; it's sticky with oozing blood, but his caress is so loving 
that tears well in my eyes and roll down my cheeks. 
"Are you ready, Lexy?" Wordlessly I nod, and he takes my hand, holds it open 
palm upward. "Do you want to go first?" 
"I. .. don't know ... " The words are hard to form, my tongue feels as though it's 
stuck to the roof of my mouth. "I don't think I can hurt you." 
"It's a shared pain," he reminds me. "That's the whole idea." He presses the glass 
into my open palm. "Do it to me, Lexy." He sounds excited, crazy. Turned on. His 
eyes almost glow with expectant desire. I feel him hard against me, and grasp the 
shard; it's warm from his skin, like something living. Then I take his hand as he took 
mine and place the sharpest point at the junction between thumb and forefinger. "Do 
it now." He presses his hand over mine. "Do it, Lexy." And now I'm cutting into him, 
and he's hissing through his teeth, moaning with pleasure in pain. Warm blood runs, 
making the glass slippery; his mouth is against my throat, sucking hard, almost biting, 
making me slippery as I cut deeper and further until I reach the edge of his wrist and 
stop. Jez is panting heavily when I pull away to look at what I've done. The long thin 
gash that I've drawn into his skin isn't as deep as I'd thought it would be, but it's 
bleeding freely, so much blood, pattering down onto the bedclothes, onto me, like red 
rain. Jez's face is parchment pale, making his eyes look bigger and darker, almost 
black, but he's grinning manically. He takes the scarlet-sticky glass from me and 
holds my hand as he had before .. 
"Ready, Lexy?" And before I can reply, he pulls the pointed tip down across my 
hand in a long, slow movement, cutting hard and deep. An enormous burst of fire 
seems to consume my hand, my arm, my whole body, and I cry out. Jez covers my 
mouth with his; he tastes ofblood, but I welcome the intrusion of his tongue, which 
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feels cold like death. I'm barely aware of when the cutting stops, but he takes my 
wounded hand in his and clasps our fingers, our palms, together. "Can you feel it, 
L ?" H h" " exy. e w Ispers agamst my mouth. Can you feel my blood going into you? I can 
feel yours." 
And I don't know what I feel, except that my hand bums in his, that the heat is 
fusing our flesh together. His mouth claims mine again and I hold him close to me, 
sucking him in, letting the pain merge with the passion that always takes me. His 
other hand cups my breast, squeezing hard, pinching my nipple between his thumb 
and forefinger, forcing a muffled cry from me. But I can no longer tell where pain 
ends and pleasure begins. He lets go my hand and fresh warmth trickles down my 
wrist onto the sheets beneath us. When he puts his hand over my mouth, I taste blood 
as it seeps between my lips into my mouth, and I part my lips and drink him in, while 
he takes my wounded hand and does the same to me, dipping his tongue into the gash, 
licking it clean until I sob with need. His mouth is at my throat again, going down, 
sucking my nipples into his mouth, one, then the other, then kissing downwards, 
licking my belly, between my parted thighs, where his tongue stabs at me in circles of 
unbearable sensation. I beg him to let me come, but he won't; he leaves me hanging 
on the edge, a new pain to join the other. He slides back up my body, taking my 
wounded hand and pushing it down between us, so his penis slips in and out of my 
bloody palm, while his blood mingles with the wetness between my legs until neither 
of us can stand it any further, and he pushes into me at last and we come together. 
After, we lie quiet amongst the gluey, tangled sheets, still bleeding sluggishly from 
our loosely joined hands. In a kind of dream, I wonder how much blood we've lost. 
Probably not too much, not as much as I think. Right now I don't care if we bleed our 
lives away, die of slow exsanguination, clasped together, and when Jez rolls toward 
me and drapes his arm across my body, holding me to him tightly, I welcome the 
embrace, and we head toward a sleep that I wish could be never-ending. 
j 
--------------............. 
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FIFTEEN 

Jez wakes from a fitful sleep to the soft sound of Lex crying. He turns in the bed; 
she's sitting on the edge, clutching her wounded hand to her chest, and a 
corresponding pain pulses in his. In the bright spring light, he sees the splotches of 
blood that daub the sheets, and paints their bodies; lez's hair is stiff with it where Lex 
clutched his head last night. Even the air seems clogged with its coppery stench. 
Reaching across, he touches Lex's bare shoulder. She turns, her face is blotchy from 
crying and there are streaks of blood on her cheeks. 
"It hurts so much," she whispers. 
Jez nods. Last night, he had barely felt the slash of the glass through his skin. No, 
not true. He had felt it, but it had intensified the act, and heightened his passion. But 
now the hurt in his hand consumes him. Not just his hand, but his arm, his whole 
body, aches. Although it's now stopped bleeding, he dares not look at the damage, but 
knows that he must. 
"I know." He embraces her. "I know, Lexy." He doesn't apologise. That would 
mean he regrets it, and despite the pain, he doesn't. He and Lex must own their 
wounds and their experiences, accept them for what they are, joint signs of their 
bondage. "Let me see," he says, reaching for the hand that's folded up against her 
white skin. At first, Lex resists his attempts to hold it, then, with a muffled moan, she 
acquiesces, and he unfurls it; every cry she makes reminds him of an animal caught in 
a trap. 
The wound is an ugly deep line, the edges barely holding together with clotted 
blood. As he holds the hand flat, little beads of bright scarlet well up from the gash. 
Really, it should be stitched, but Jez, thinking of the questions they would inevitably 
face, doesn't want to go to hospital. 
"I'll dress it for you," he tells Lex, who is ashen faced and breathing in short gasps. 
"I'll clean it, put antiseptic on it and then bandage it. It'll be okay. I promise." He 
lowers his mouth to the wound and begins to lick the blood away, running his tongue 
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inside her flesh, hears her moan. Looking up, he sees her huge, dark-ringed blue eyes; 
she looks as though she's been punched. "I'll make it better for you, Lexy. You don't 
want to see a doctor, do you? Because if you do, I'll have to too. And they'll think it. .. 
weird, what we've done." 
"No doctors," she agrees after a pause, reaching out, wiping a smear of blood from 
the side of his mouth. "But it hurts so much. I need something for the pain." Jez nods. 
Then she looks toward his injured hand. "Let me see what I did?" And Jez, now a 
little afraid himself, slowly exposes the wound. The cut Lex made is nowhere near as 
deep as the one in her palm; it's thimler and not so raw-looking. It hurts like hell, but 
will heal more easily than Lex's, and more quickly. Still, it also needs cleansing. Jez 
will see to that later. Cursing himself for his selfishness, he remembers that he has a 
client coming to the house this afternoon to discuss a commission, and he's glad that 
although his right hand has a few cuts and nicks from where he broke the mirror, it's 
not been damaged, and he'll still be able to work. 
"C'mon, Lexy," he says. "Let's go and clean up." He takes her forearm in his right 
hand and hauls her up. She's shaking hard, as though in shock, and Jez has to help her 
walk along the hall to the bathroom. He begins running a bath; the water's not too hot, 
but adequately warm, and it'll wash away the blood. There's blood between her thighs 
too. Jez closes his eyes briefly at the image that invades his mind but it does not 
dispel. Rather, it becomes clearer. He sees himself again, spying through her keyhole, 
aroused and ashamed, and he finds himself reaching for Lex, pulling her close, 
Whispering into her hair, "I'm sorry, Lexy. I'm so sorry." She nods in response, telling 
him that it doesn't matter, but she doesn't know what he's apologising for and her 
acceptance is no consolation. 
He helps her into the bath, and washes the blood away; the water turns pale 
crimson as the wound in her hand begins to bleed again. Wrapping it in a hand-towel, 
he tells her to keep it out of the water. When he's done, and she's clean again, he dries 
her, and then takes her to her room, where the bed linen is clean, bringing along 
bandages and antiseptic cream. He searches for lint or gauze, but can't find any, so in 
the end, he cuts one ofL~x's sanitary towels in half and uses that as an absorbent 
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base. When he's finished bandaging, and the wound is hidden, he lays Lex down and 
pulls the covers up over her. 
"I'll get you something for the pain," he says, drawing the curtains, and then goes 
back into his own room, opens his wardrobe. On the shelf at the top of the wardrobe, 
beneath a pile of jumpers, is a well-hidden box, which he pulls out. Inside this is a 
smaller, locked box, the key to which is kept in a separate drawer with his underwear. 
Inside this box are several white tablets. Pethidine. Jez doesn't make a habit of taking 
these, but he likes to keep a small stash for when his moods are at their lowest 
because they dim his mind and make him sleep. He hasn't taken any since he and Lex 
became lovers. Now he takes out a single pill, gets a tooth mug full of water and gives 
it to Lex, watching as she swallows it down. Then he stays with her until she's 
sleeping. Only then does he go back to the bathroom, and attend to his own needs. 
Knowing that Lex will probably sleep the rest of the day, Jez clears up the debris 
of last night's glass shattering in the lounge, and then goes down to the cellar to work 
for a couple of hours on a new commission he took on at his showing. He considers 
the nature of the commission to be something of a backward step; it closely resembles 
some of the work he did before Lex. The client, a collector who is heavily involved 
with the S & M scene, has asked him to interpret a photograph of his submissive, 
pain-loving girlfriend. Even Jez is faintly repulsed by the subject matter, mainly 
because it's real, rather than the savage fantasies he's portrayed before. But all work is 
good if it gets him noticed, and the client is paying him more money than he's ever 
earned from a commission. 
By midday, he's both tired and hungry, and his hand's throbbing with pain, so he 
decides to stop. He makes himself a peanut butter sandwich, takes a codeine tablet 
and pours himself a scotch over ice. By two, when his other client's due, the pain has 
subsided to a dull ache and J ez feels pleasantly relaxed. He tries not to think about 
Raisin, who constantly attempts to intrude into his serenity, and reminds himself that 
Lex has promised not to see her again. He ignores the insistent voice telling him that 
Roisin might try to contact Lex, maybe even come to the house. After all, Roisin 
hasn't bothered all these years. Why should she bother now? 
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The client is a man in his thirties, Will Sutherland. He arrives exactly on the hour, 
and Jez takes him into the lounge and gives him a drink. 
"I like your work very much," Will tells Jez, looking at him from over the top of 
his glass. He has very piercing eyes that will be challenging to depict. Maybe 
arrowheads? Or knife points? Depending on how Will wants to be portrayed, of 
course. "I've seen your work a couple of times, but it wasn't really my thing then. But 
at your solo exhibition I saw you could do other stuff, and I was impressed." 
"Good," Jez says. "So what d'you have in mind?" 
Will raises one side of his mouth in a lop-sided grin. 
"Me. Nude. It's for my partner. Birthday gift." Another gnn. "A specially 
commissioned work says so much, doesn't it?" 
"Yeah. It does." Jez takes a sip of his drink, another scotch. "Do you have any 
particular way you'd like to be represented?" 
"You're the artist. I'll leave it to your judgement. Maybe just do what you seem to 
do best, realistic, but with a certain fantasticaL .. quirk. Like you did with your sister. 
Beautiful girl, by the way." 
Jez says nothing to this last observation, but wonders if the 'beautiful girl' is okay, 
upstairs dreaming pethidine dreams. 
"Do you want me to work from a photograph, or from life?" he asks, and Will 
laughs. 
"From life, of course." His eyes twinkle, and Jez recognises a fellow flirt when he 
sees one. "You don't mind, do you? I mean, the sight of a naked male doesn't offend 
you?" 
Jez shakes his head. 
"I don't suppose," he says, amused, "that you've got anything I haven't. And I 
prefer to work from life, so we're in agreement." 
Will nods. 
"Good." A pause. "I want to be portrayed as my lover likes to see me. Fully 
aroused. Does that bother you?" His black eyes test Jez, who returns the stare evenly, 
enj oying the game. So many games. 
"You're the client. You get whatever you want. And no, it doesn't bother me." 
• 
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"Good." Will smiles his lopsided smile again. "So, how much is it going to cost 
me?" 
"I'll need to do some prelim sketches," Jez says, after they've discussed fees. "So I 
can get a proper idea, mull it over in my head, but I'm seeing something simple, 
something that will emphasise the arousal." He casts an eye over Will's form and 
observes that it's built much like his own, tall and lean. Probably not too much 
muscle. "Do you want to be shown masturbating?" Now Jez is the one to throw out a 
challenge and is impressed to see that Will meets it without flinching. 
"What do you think would be best?" 
"Depends on what you're trying to say. D'you want to imply that you're thinking of 
your lover actively or passively?" 
"I'm never passive." 
"Hands on then." 
"Both hands?" 
"Just one will do." 
They share a laugh, a moment's careless intimacy, then Will looks at Jez's 
bandaged hand. 
"What happened there?" 
"Cut myself. Stupid. Don't worry. It won't slow me down." 
"No." Another clash oflooks. "I bet it won't." 
Jez is about to reply, when Lex half-stumbles into the room. Her hair hangs around 
a face so white that she appears like a wraith. She's wearing a short nightshirt that 
barely covers her bottom half, and is obviously still reeling from the effect of the 
pethidine she took earlier. Blinking, she takes in the scene and sweeps her hair back 
from her face with a shaking hand. 
"Oh." The single word holds a world of confusion. Jez stands at once, goes to her, 
guides her to a chair. 
"Lexy, you should be asleep." 
"I was," she mumbles; her lips are dry and cracked. Jez is aware of Will 
scrutinising them with intense interest. "But I woke up, and I need a drink, and my 
hand hurts again." 
-----------_. 

-------
168 Clutching Shadow 
"You remember my sister, Lex," Jez says. "She's not feeling well." Will raises an 
eyebrow but says nothing. "I'll get you a glass of water, Lexy, and some 
paracetamol." He shrugs at Will. "Sorry about this." 
"Oh, feel free." 
Jez disappears into the kitchen, straining his ears to listen but he hears nothing. He 
tells himself that he's being paranoid. There's no way Lex will say anything to 
incriminate either of them, but still, he doesn't want Will frightened off. 
"Lex was just telling me how you'd both cut yourself clearing up a broken mirror 
last night," Will says when Jez returns. "Seven years' bad luck, my friend. If you're 
the superstitious kind." He stands. "When should I come back for the sketches?" 
"When are you free?" Jez asks, thinking that obviously Lex, even in a pethidine 
haze, is cleverer than he often gives her credit for. 
They arrange that Will should come back on Saturday afternoon, and Will leaves. 
Jez exhales a sigh. 
"That was too close, Lexy." 
Lex doesn't answer that. Instead she talks about Will. 
"He's very good looking." 
"Is he? I didn't notice." 
"D'you fancy him?" 
"Your jealousy's insufferable." Jez avoids the question. "I'd never betray you." But 
he's betrayed her with Laurence several times now. Laurence who professes his love 
for Lex, yet allows Jez to perform any number of perverse acts upon his body. And he 
knows that he'll betray Lex with Will, if the occasion arises. With any number of men. 
Jez doesn't see those liaisons as important. They mean nothing to him, just sex with a 
different body. Jez would never be unfaithful to her with another woman; that would 
be infinitely worse. And it's only Lex that he loves. "You should go back to bed," he 
continues, suddenly needing to be away from her and her intense dependence on him. 
He feels as though he's been chained up in an enclosed space. "Just sleep it off, Lexy. 
I might go out for a while." 
"Where?" She looks at him with suspicious, slanted eyes and Jez feels the walls 
close in around him. 
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"Anywhere. Just for a walk. It's a lovely day out there. I'll bring us back some 
treats, a nice bottle of wine maybe." 
"We have wine in the cellar. We don't need any," Lex points out. "You feel 
claustrophobic, I can tell. Is it me? Am I hassling you?" 
Jez kneels in front of her, clasps her hands, mindful of their joint injuries. 
"A little," he replies, and she nods. 
"This was all your idea," she reminds him, motioning toward his bandaged hand 
with hers. "I tried to talk you out of it, remember? I told you that Roisin is no threat, 
and I mean it, but you still insisted. And now ... " A pause, a shrug. "I don't want to 
shackle you, Jez. I just want us to love each other." 
"We do." She touches his hair, so light he barely feels the contact. "And I don't 
regret what we did, what we're doing, any of it. I'm just a little overwhelmed." 
"Me too, Jez. Me too." Removing her hand from his, she stands, so he's forced to 
look up at her. "I am tired, after all. You go out, if you like. You're not my prisoner." 
She smiles at him sadly, and still a little unsteady, she walks from the room, 
leaving Jez to wonder if she's angry with him, or perhaps disappointed, which would 
somehow be worse. He doesn't want to hurt her, but despite his best intentions, he 
knows that he almost certainly will. 
"Fuck," he mutters, getting to his feet. "Fuck, fuck." 
He grabs his jacket, lights a cigarette and exits the house. He heads toward South 
Kensington station, rides the tube a few stops and gets off at Embankment, where he 
begins walking by the river toward the Houses of Parliament, stopping for a while to 
gaze at the Eye slowly turning on its axis, round and round, carrying its cargo of 
curious sightseers in an almost hypnotic rotation. He considers going across 
Westminster Bridge and walking along the other side of the embankment to the Tate 
Modern, but decides he can't be bothered to make the effort, so he just leans against 
the wall smoking one cigarette after the other, watching the river, and the people 
around him. In particular, he watches the women, wondering if any of them are 
Roisin. Lex didn't tell him what she looks like now, and his memories of her are hazy. 
After all these years, she could be blonde, brunette, even grey. Maybe she'll look old 
and haggard. Maybe she'll look how Lex looks, but older. Still lovely. How would 
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that be, the two of them side by side? In his bed? That'd really be sick. Mother and 
daughter, both of them fucked by his father, and then by him. No, never happen. Not 
even he would do that. But the imaginary scenario has made him restless, and he 
begins to walk again, intending to exercise and exorcise it out of his system. 
He ends up in Piccadilly Circus, surrounded by sightseers again, and he finds 
himself faintly amused that they seem to find the statue of Eros so fascinating, when 
in fact, it's so tacky, so dirty. But the tourists choose not to see the drug addicts 
shooting up, or the runaway losers in rags, or the puking drunks. They ignore the 
underage hookers who hang around trying to earn a meagre pittance. They see what 
they want to see - an outdated symbol of love~ Love! Jez laughs at the idea of such 
romanticism. 
Leaving the area, he goes to Regent Street, and then into the side road where 
Laurence's shop is situated. He grins to himself. This is no coincidence, of course, 
even if he tries to persuade himself otherwise. No coincidence either that it's almost 
five-thirty. 
He watches the shop for about ten minutes, then he sees Laurence's new assistant, 
Anne, come out. Jez still finds it odd that Lex doesn't work here anymore. Moving 
fast, he intercepts Anne before she closes the door, and sees that Laurence is pulling 
down the shop-front blinds, about to lock up. 
"Hold up," Jez says. Anne stares at him wide eyed, and he flashes her a quick, 
charming smile and is gratified to see a faint blush colour the skin beneath her heavy 
layer of face powder. He's aware that he makes her nervous, and reflects that despite 
her age, she's probably still a virgin. 
"It's all right, Anne," Laurence says with a strained smile. "Off you go." 
Jez flashes another smile, and Anne scurries off. Jez shoulders his way into the 
shop and shuts the door behind him, locking it. 
"Such a nice lady, that Anne," he observes. "So accommodating. Just your age too. 
D'you fancy her? Or is it still Lexy?" 
Laurence ignores the question. Instead, he begins tidying the counter, until Jez 
slaps his bandaged hand over his, savouring the pain because it serves as an appetiser 
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for the pain he intends to serve to Laurence. Laurence makes an attempt to pull his 
hand away, but the resistance, as always, is feeble. 
"What did you do ... ?" Laurence begins in a dry, papery voice which holds the 
se~ds of reluctant lust. 
"To my hand?" Jez supplies, gripping harder, feeling blood seep through the 
bandage, just as malice seeps through his brain. Laurence's bones grind beneath his 
fingers. making him gasp, and Jez hates him for his weakness, and the way he's 
allowing himself to be manipulated. He hates Laurence for his collaboration in 
betraying Lex. But most of all, he hates him because Lex loves him. "You want to 
know what I did to my hand?" he repeats, squeezing even harder, and Laurence 
moans and chokes out a reply. 
"Yes." 
"Ah. Well. There's an interesting story behind that. D'you like interesting stories, 
Laurence?" 
Loathing clouds his vision, his judgement, and he begins to tell Laurence 
everything, spilling out the secrets that he and Lex had previously denied, delighting 
in every malicious detail, watching Laurence's horriiled face as graphic descriptions 
of their lovemaking, their bond, vomit from Jez's mouth. With every new revelation, 
he presses down harder on Laurence's hand, hurting his own in the process, staining 
Laurence's skin crimson as blood continues to leach through the bandage, and he 
hears the older man's breathing, hoarse with shock and pain. 
"And what are you going to do about it, Laurence?" Jez asks when he's finished. 
lIDid you really believe the lies I told you to protect Lexy?" He eases up the pressure a 
little because the throbbing in his hand has become like that of a nail being hammered 
into it. When Laurence replies, Jez hears the hint of a sob in his voice. 
"Why are you telling me now?" 
"Because I can. Because I'm sick of your holier-than-thou attitude, and your 
hypocrisy. And you're not going to go and tell Lexy that you know, are you? Because 
if you do, I will tell her about you and me, and believe me, she'll hate you more than 
she'll ever hate me, because she thinks you're so pure. She doesn't know you're a 
masochistic closet fag, and that you let me do the things I do. That you get on your 
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knees for me, Laurence, that you get on your knees and beg me to fill you up." 
Laurence hitches in a breath at this, and Jez laughs. "Truth too hard for you, 
Laurence?" Another laugh. "You don't usually mind it being hard, you sad bastard. 
Hard's usually how you like it." 
At this, Laurence loses the battle with tears and begins to weep openly, his sobs 
hoarse and ugly. Tears roll slowly down his face, which in the half-light seems grey 
and saggy. Jez would pity him ifhe didn't feel such contempt. 
"Do you love her?" Laurence asks, struggling to gain some control. "I mean, are 
you... in love with her?" 
"Of course I am." 
"Then why this ... thing with me?" 
"Oh come on, Laurence. You know the answer to that, don't you? Yeah, of course 
you do. Well, maybe not all of it." He pauses. Fuck it. Why not let it out? "You've got 
your stable little life, right?" A poisonous grin. "Well, you did until I fucked it up for 
you. Mostly, you ignore challenges, every day has a predictable routine. You hate 
change, unless it's forced on you, like I forced it on you. You couldn't even be honest 
with Lexy about your feelings for her because you were too afraid. Well, I'm not like 
that. Can't ever be. Life's always been a test for me, and now I have to test everything 
in turn. Drink, drugs, women, men. And it's never enough, Laurence. Nothing's ever 
enough." He shakes his head, wanting to stop, unable to. The deep grief in Laurence's 
wet eyes at this sudden outpouring of truth pleases him and spurs him on. "But Lexy's 
different. She's the only thing I have that's real, that's always going to be mine. And 
now Roisin's turned up and ... " No. That's too much. Too much information. 
"Anyway," he leans in toward Laurence, "when I said I liked fucking men, it wasn't a 
lie. It's just a different kind of pleasure, it means nothing. But you know that, right?" 
Laurence sags against the counter. "Nothing personaL You were just unlucky enough 
to get in the way of me and Lexy. Plus," he whispers in Laurence's ear, "you're a great 
lay when you get going. I love the way you beg." 
He lets go Laurence's hand, and walks behind the counter, presses the length of his 
body down Laurence's back, and Laurence remains motionless, apart from a fit o~ 
trembling which tells Jez that the man is crying again. 
173 Clutching Shadow 
"Please leave me alone," Laurence whimpers. "Haven't you done enough damage? 
Just go, and I'll forget this, all of it. I won't make any trouble for you. I promise." 
Jez laughs softly, and steadily massages Laurence's shoulders. 
"I don't want to leave you alone." He pushes his hand round and begins to unbutton 
Laurence's shirt, touching the exposed skin, which is warm and slightly damp, 
pinching the nipples hard, laughing when Laurence pushes his hand away, because he 
knows that Laurence's shuddering now is as much from reluctantly growing lust as 
shame. "I like fucking you," Jez says into Laurence's hair, resuming his stroking and 
pinching. "And you like me fucking you, right? You're weak, Laurence. Say it, tell me 
you're weak, and then beg me to fuck you." 
"Sadistic bastard ... " 
"Oh, melodrama." Jez gnns and slips his hand downward, feeling with great 
satisfaction that Laurence is hard. "You've been reading too many old novels." 
Laurence makes a last attempt to push Jez away, but Jez, losing patience now, 
slams him back against the counter, knocking the breath from him. He knows to touch 
Laurence, and does so with consummate skill. Soon, in the back room of the shop, 
Laurence is on his knees on the polished 11oor, doing exactly as Jez commands. 
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SIXTEEN 

Two days pass. My hand is beginning to heal, but inside, the wound that cut me when 
I met Roisin continues to fester. On the second morning I receive a letter. At first, I 
think it's from her and my insides do a double flip. Then I see the handwriting, and 
recognise it as Laurence's. I feel a little let down, but push the disappointment away. 
Roisin never said she would contact me, and I didn't give her any reason to believe 
that she'd be welcome to do so. Probably, she's decided to let the past lie. It'll be easy 
for her, I imagine, to forget me again. I must do the same. I will do the same, I 
promise, and concentrate hard on the letter with Laurence's handwriting. Why is he 
writing to me when he can just as easily pick up the phone? But then he has always 
been prone to gentlemanly formality. I open the envelope and extract the letter. It's 
dated two days ago. Laurence has even detailed the time he wrote it: 10.20 pm. I 
smile. Trust Laurence to be so precise. After the first few lines, a kind of sickness 
gathers in the pit of my stomach, and for a terrible moment, I believe he's about to 
declare his undying love for me. 
My dearest Lex, 
Forgive me for writing, but there are some things that cannot be said 
face to face, at least by me. 
I have deliberated long and hard over whether to write at all, given the delicate 
nature ofwhat I'm about to tell you, but lfeel lowe you an explanationfor what I am 
about to do. The day before yesterday, your brother came to me. He told me 
everything about your relationship, revoked the denial that he so strenuously made 
before. 
I can't condemn you, Lex. I find I'm not even shocked anymore. I've always known 
how much you care for Jez. You've never hidden your love for him, and I suppose, 
with hindsight, I knew that you were in love with him too. It shone from your eyes 
whenever you spoke his name, although I have never been willing to admit it to 
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myself But we don't choose who we love, do we? Even if it hurts us and the people 
around us. If I'd had the choice, 1 would have stopped loving you long ago when I 
knew you didn't feel the same way, but even now, I can't do that. So rest assured, I 
think no less ofyou. Given what I've done, 1 have no right to judge you anyway. 
This is the hardest part for me to write. I've thought long and hard how to say it, 
but 1 must say it. 1 must cause you this pain, because in the end, it's the right thing to 
do, just as 1 intend to do the right thing when I've posted this letter. I've always been a 
coward, Lex, always done exactly what is expected ofme, wanting to breakfree ofthe 
constraints that I've allowed to confine me, but never having the courage. I'm finding 
the courage now, at last. 
Jez has betrayed you. 1 have betrayed you. We have betrayed you together. To my 
deepest shame, I've allowed myself to be manipulated by him. You cannot imagine the 
depth ofshame I'm suffering as 1 write this, as 1 recall what has happened. Blackmail, 
Lex, is a nasty word, and an even nastier deed. But Jez hasn't been blackmailing me 
for money. Better if that was the case, and 1 would have had no hesitation in coming 
to you before. He has been blackmailing me for sexual favours. For over two months 
now, 1 have allowed him to ... 1 will not distress you with the details, but 1 allowed him 
to do it, Lex. Worse, 1 loved it. 1 loved what he did to me, and what he made me do to 
him. Never in the way 1 love you, of course. In a filthy, perverted way that 1 cannot 
explain to you. 
Jez threatened to tell you that 1 initiated it, if1 went to you first. He knows that you 
will forgive him anything; he knows how to control you, Lex, as he has controlled me. 
A strong word, control, but you and 1 both know it's the correct one. But after the last 
time - Tuesday evening, to be exact - after he told me about you and him, after he had 
forced himself on me again, and 1 allowed it - 1 knew 1 had to be brave and confess. 1 
realise that 1 was too easily frightened by Jez's threats and coercion, that none ofthis 
had to happen. 1 understand now that he has no real power over me save what 1 chose 
to give him. 1 am taking the power back, as the therapists say. No more fear, Lex. 
Now it's up to you to believe me, or not. Either way, ask Jez. He'll deny everything, 
naturally, but trust yourself to see the truth. 
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1 feel no better for hurting you, as 1 know this letter will inevitably do. 1 can only 
find solace in the hope that by understanding how Jez has used you, abused you, you 
can find the strength to free yourself 
You and 1 won't meet again. You may see my obituary in some newspaper or other, 
and the police may well visit you, given our previous connection. 1 can only pray that 
you won't think the worst of me for choosing to put a permanent end to my own 
shame. It's the only way 1 can atone for what I've done. 
Ilove you, Lex. 1 always have. 
I don't understand any of this. None of this is true. It's impossible. Laurence has 
gone crazy. It's all a pretence. Everything he wrote is a vindictive lie. Has to be, 
because otherwise, he's destroyed me. Jez has destroyed me, and Jez wouldn't do that 
because... Because he loves me so much. 
So why do I believe it? Why does it reek of truth, like the unearthing of a rotting 
corpse? And Laurence isn't, never has been, a liar. Except he lied to me where Jez 
was concerned. He lied that he hated him while all the time ... 
I close my eyes against the visions that want to come. Laurence, what the hell were 
you thinking? And why would Jez betray everything he and I mean to each other? 
My first impulse is to go down to the cellar, where Jez is working, and confront 
him. What possessed him to make a confession? Why use Laurence as the recipient of 
our intimate secrets? I laugh then; the sound is high and shrill. Why Laurence? 
Because he loves - loved - me. Because Jez is jealous and wants to cut me off from 
everyone. My injured hand throbs harder than ever, in rhythm with my racing heart. 
I stand, but feel like I'm about to faint, and I flop back into the chair, taking deep 
breaths. When the faintness passes, I make myself go to the phone and call the shop. 
When the receiver's picked up, I alrn.ost sob with relief. But it's not Laurence's voice, 
it's a woman's, and she sounds as though she's trying not to cry, and failing. 
"Hello? Hello, who's that?" I ask, and hear a choked-off sob from the other end. 
"This is Anne Roberts. I'm afraid the shop is closed at the moment ... " 
"Anne, you don't know me. I'm Lex Sinclair. Is Laurence around?" 
"Oh. Yes. Lex. Oh God. Poor Laurence ... " Now she's sobbing openly. 
'~ 
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"What's wrong?" The question doesn't want to be asked. But ... "Has something 
happened?" I look at the letter, lying on the floor. It's like a live thing listening to my 
fear, eager to have the horror within it confirmed. 
"Oh, I'm so sorry you have to hear like this ... " A deep breath. "Laurence has ... 
He's dead." Hearing it spoken aloud makes it true, but I still try to deny it. Shock hits 
me all over again, and I sink to my knees. Somehow, I manage to keep hold of the 
receiver. 
"How?" Laurence, please, no. 
"He ... I found him here this morning." More weeping. "He'd hanged himself. In 
the back room ... " 
I think I black out for a few seconds. At least, I can see nothing except a million 
black spots before my eyes, and I can't make out what Anne's saying. When I've 
recovered a little, I have to ask her to repeat it. 
"I've called the police, of course," she informs me, sounding marginally calmer. 
"They're here now. They've been asking questions about who he was close to and ... 
Well, they want to talk to you, because you knew him so well, and he was always 
talking about you and ... " 
I've faded out again, although I think I hear her say tearfully that they've taken his 
body away to the mortuary, and that they'll have to perform a post-mortem. Anne 
seems to talk on and on, distraught but apparently relieved to be sharing it. I, on the 
other hand, can't speak, except to say I'll come down if she wants me to. I want to go. 
I know she's telling the truth, but I won't believe it until... I don't know. How much 
more must I hear, or see, before I really, truly do? 
I say goodbye to Anne and sit dazed for a few moments. Poor desperate Laurence. 
Is Jez really the initiator of all this pain? Not my Jez. I love him. I trust him with 
everything I have. He wouldn't betray me. But what about what Laurence said about 
'sexual favours'? Why would he invent that? 
Has part of me already condemned Jez? I don't know. Anyway, I can't talk to him 
yet. I've promised to go to the shop. Just about having the presence of mind to pick up 
my bag and jacket, I leave the house. Every step feels like I'm walking through heavy 
mud, and it's only by autopilot that I manage to get to the tube station and buy a 
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ticket. Funny, what we can do even when we're in deepest shock. On the train I feel as 
though I'm going to scream from claustrophobia, and I even imagine that I can see 
Laurence travelling in the same carriage, and for a few wonderful seconds, think that 
maybe he was joking with me. A sick joke but... But it's all mental garbage, and 
when the train starts again, I'm jolted back into harsh reality. 
From the tube, the walk seems to take forever, and yet goes too, too quickly. 
There's a police car outside Laurence's shop, which, when I reach it, looks black and 
gloomy inside. The CLOSED sign makes it more forlorn still. I rap on the glass, and a 
woman in her early fifties - Anne, I presume - lets me in. Two police officers, a man 
and a woman, are with her. Their faces are grave. 
"I'm Lex Sinclair," I say. Immediately, Anne opens her arms, and then she's 
embracing me. She smells oflavender soap, face powder, and hairspray. And grief. It 
strikes me that she didn't know Laurence well enough to be this upset, but who am I 
to judge that? After all, she did fmd his body and ... A sob hiccups out of me, and I'm 
holding onto her, clinging to her as though my own life depends on it. 
After a while, we let each other go, and the police officers turn their attention to 
me. 
"Miss Sinclair ... Lex?" The female officer speaks. "Do you have any idea of why 
Laurence might have done this?" 
Automatically I shake my head. No. Even in the midst of this horror, I know that I 
will keep the letter secret, because although Jez and I deserve to suffer for this, I won't 
allow Laurence to be labelled dirty and sleazy. When I get home, I'll show it to Jez, 
get the truth, and then bum it. No one will ever know. 
"He seemed a little down lately," I offer, feeling that I should say something. "I 
don't know why. He wasn't one for talking about his emotions." 
I see Anne's gaze upon me; there's an expression in her eyes I don't like much. 
"I don't want to cause trouble," she says, "but your brother was here, Lex, the day 
before Laurence ... died." She shrugs. Immediately the two police officers seem more 
alert. Apparently this is new information for them. "Well, Laurence didn't seem in the 
least bit pleased to see him." A pause. "He never did." 
-
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How I remain upright, I don't know. Jez was here? Often? Everything Laurence said 
in his letter seems vindicated by those three words. He never did. Now the officers are 
looking at me, expecting me to continue, and however difficult it is I have to go on. 
"Laurence and Jez - my brother - didn't get on," I mumble. "But it wasn't Jez's 
fault. Jez liked Laurence. It was Laurence who disliked Jez." Why am I protecting 
Jez? But I carry on with the lie. "If you must know, Laurence was ... Well, he had 
strong feelings for me that I didn't return. Maybe that's why Jez came here. To help 
him feel better." 
Even to me, that sounds weak. But surely this is an obvious case of suicide? They 
can't implicate J ez in anything more sinister. Can they? 
"Do you think Laurence did this because of his feelings for you, Miss Sinclair?" 
the female officer asks. I fancy that her tone is accusing, but my reaction to her 
question is entirely instinctive. 
"Oh God, I hope not." 
And then I'm crying again, so hard, so, so hard, because it could all have been 
avoided if. .. If what? 
"I'm so sorry to be asking you these questions at such a difficult time," says the 
female officer, softening her tone. "I can see how much you cared for him, and what a 
shock this is. Are you sure you had no idea of his mood?" Then the killer question. 
"Was there any kind of note to you, Miss Sinclair? We've already asked Miss Roberts 
if he left any suicide note here. He hadn't. II Out of the comer of my eyes, I see Anne 
shake her head in confirmation. The whole world seems to stop in the second before I 
answer. 
"No.'1 I compound all my lies with the biggest of all. "No. There was no note. I had 
no idea he was so unhappy." 
Eventually, after a few more questions, the officers leave. They confirm there'll be 
a post-mortem, because it's statutory in cases of unexpected death. They might need 
to speak to Jez, too, later. To see if he can cast any light on why Laurence might have 
done this terrible thing. But there are no signs of foul play, so it'll probably be 
straightforward. Still, I imagine that they look at me with a little distaste as they leave, 
as though I'm some heartless femme fatale who caused a good man to kill himself, and 
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really, I can't blame them. When they're gone, I want to call Jez, warn him, but then 
decide that he can fend for himself. 
"What happened, Anne?" I ask her; I don't want to know, but I have to. Tears stand 
in her eyes, and when she speaks, her tone is low and tear-choked. 
"I came in about an hour early to familiarise myself with the stock a little more." 
She smiles as though guilty that she didn't know it all perfectly. "I pottered around for 
a little while, tidying up as I went and then ... Well, I thought I'd put some coffee on 
before Laurence came in." She sniffs loudly, and tears overflow. "He was so kind to 
me, Lex. Such a lovely man." 
A lovely man who was screwing my brother, I think viciously, and all at once I'm 
furious with him for putting me in this position. 
"Anyway," Anne continues. "I went out the back and I noticed ... Well ... A 
smell... Not strong, but still... unpleasant. And ... And... " She wipes her eyes with 
the back of her hand. "He was ... hanging from the hook that's just above the cellar 
stairs." She laughs shakily. "I didn't think it was Laurence at first. I thought it was ­
well, I don't know what I thought. But then I saw him." 
She stops abruptly, and I realise with horrid certainty that she's about to describe 
what he looked like hanging there. And as I think that, I see him. Legs dangling in 
mid-air. Neck broken and lolling. Eyes red and bulging like bloody grapes. Purple 
tongue protruding from between blue lips. Did he soil himself when he was struggling 
on the end of the rope? Did he ejaculate, a dying man's final orgasm? Was he 
fantasising about me when he did? Oh God, what am I thinking? It's so terrible, so 
sickening, that I moan aloud, and Anne's arms go around me again, and we're crying 
again, and I believe that I will never be able to stop. But we do, and we look at each 
other in miserable silence. 
"What now?" I ask. 
"I don't know." Anne looks around her helplessly. "I suppose the shop will have to 
be sold and ... He didn't have any family, did he?" 
"No." 
"But I suppose he had a solicitor? I suppose all the details will be in the safe, will 
they? I don't know ... " 
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"No. He kept all the papers at his house." I wonder if Anne and I are supposed to 
go through everything. Such a lot to be done. I remember all the complicated stuff 
with my father's will. Did Laurence have all his affairs in order? I guess so. He was an 
organised man. How can I bear never being able to talk with him again? I'll never 
have his love again. So selfish of me, but I'll miss it. And I'll miss thinking of him as 
an old-fashioned kind of man, one who'd be true to me. Now I know the truth, I'll 
never be able to imagine him without seeing pictures of Jez and him. Together. 
I help Anne close up the shop, and then we go. I take her up on her offer to have a 
'nice cup of tea' together, like that'll solve everything. But it does help, a little. At 
least, I'm delaying going home. Seeing Jez. Hearing his lies, but seeing the truth in his 
eyes. I don't want to do that. 
"Can I stay with you tonight?" I ask Anne on impulse. She looks surprised, and 
then a little uncertain. "I don't think I can bear to go home alone." 
"Laurence said you live with your brother," she says. 
"Yes. But he's ... he's out today, and overnight. He doesn't know about Laurence. 
And I don't want to disturb him with bad news." I'm amazed at how easily the 
untruths come out, and reflect that lying must be inherent in my genes. Or maybe Jez 
infected me with his own talent for dissembling when we exchanged blood. 
"Of course, Lex," Anne says, smiling warmly. "Of course you can stay." 
Anne's flat is in Islington, a tidy spinster's home, although she doesn't have a cat. 
Instead a pretty yellow canary in a cage sings in a beautiful trill which somehow 
makes me feel even sadder. Anne cooks us soup and an omelette - invalid food - and 
we open a bottle of white wine. Eventually I feel myself becoming drowsy, and she 
insists that I go into the tiny spare room, where I fall asleep almost at once. Funny, 
but although I'd expected nightmares there are no dreams at all. 
When I wake it's five in the morning. At first, I'm confused. Where am I? Then I 
remember. Laurence is dead. He fucked Jez and now he's dead, and I'm here in a 
strange woman's flat, trying not to face the reality because I'm afraid it might kill me 
too. I reach into my bag and pull out my mobile phone. It's been switched off all the 
time I've been out. Now I tum it on. Eight messages come through almost at once. All 
from Jez. 
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LEXY WHERE R U? 
OH MY GOD LEXY I CAN'T BELIEVE THIS 
LIS LYING ABT ME & HIM. PLZ BELIEVE ME COME HOME 
R U AT THE SHOP? I KEEP FONING BUT NO REPLY 
LEXY PLEASE ANSWER ME I LUV U 
AM ON WAY TO SHOP 
BEEN 2 SHOP AND L'S HOUSE U WERENT THERE HAVE GONE HOME 
AGAIN PLEASE CALL 
WHERE R U LEXY? I'M GOING CRAZY WORRYING PLEASE PLEASE 
CALL 
After reading these increasingly desperate messages, I know I have to go home. 
Weary, heartsick, I write a thank you note to Anne, who is still sleeping, and leave. 
It's six-thirty when I get back. The house looks alien, like it's nothing to do with 
me, and I almost turn round and go back the way I came. I can understand why people 
might just disappear onto the streets, never to be seen again. For whatever reason, 
they're afraid of going home, and I'm more afraid now of going through that door than 
I've ever been in my life. But I must be strong. I must keep the promise I made myself 
before I visited my father's grave. No more running away. 
Almost as soon as I'm through the door, Jez is there. He's deathly pale, except for 
his red-rimmed swollen eyes. 
"Jesus, Lexy," he says, "Didn't you get my messages?" And then he's holding me 
and I forget everything and breathe in his scent. Just for a minute. Then I push him 
away violently, and he staggers a little. "Lexy, the police visited... Asked 
questions ... " 
"And no doubt you managed to lie your way out of them." I put a good distance 
between us. "Laurence killed himself because of you," I accuse. To my utter 
astonishment, Jez doesn't deny it, just stares at me with defiance in his stormy grey 
eyes. "Aren't you going to tell me some story about how it wasn't your fault?" 
"Would you believe me?" He barks a harsh laugh into the following silence. "Then 
what's the point?" 
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"All those things he said in the letter. .. " I hesitate. I so want Jez to tell me 
something to make it better. "They weren't really true, were they? You said they 
weren't, in your texts. You said Laurence was lying." 
Please Jez, defend yourself. Please let it all be all right. Please let me be able to 
keep on loving you. Because ifI don 't have you, I have nothing. 
But for once, Jez doesn't seem to want to play games. A mirthless half-smile 
hovers on his lips, and now his eyes are devoid of all emotion. 
"No. He wasn't lying." 
"Why?" I can barely ask. "Aren't I enough for you?" 
"Lexy ... " He comes forward again, takes my uninjured hand in his, and although I 
want to thrust him away again, I can't. I need his touch. I need him. I let him take me 
into the lounge, sit me down like I'm a little child, and he sits with me. He strokes my 
hair as he speaks, and now he sounds regretful. "Lexy, I'm sorry about Laurence. I 
didn't think he'd do anything so stupid." 
"Stupid?" I echo. "How dare you call him stupid? At least Laurence was 
honourable. At least he ... " 
"He let me blackmail him. He let me fuck him, he got on his knees and sucked my 
cock," Jez interrupts, suddenly cold, his words deliberately, unnecessarily cruel. 
"How is that honourable? Lexy, he was a fraud. He was as screwed up as we are, he 
just hid it well. Everything about him was false." He pulls me close. "It's terrible that 
he felt he had to kill himself, but maybe he's better off. Maybe he and my mother had 
the right idea. Maybe we're wrong, holding onto our meaningless little lives, when 
they're really shit. I mean, what's the point?" 
"I thought you loved me," I whisper, feeling the sobs well up in me again. "I 
thought you really loved me." 
"I do, Lexy. I really, really do." 
"Then why?" I ask again. "Why all this? Please help me understand." 
"I couldn't help it." And there they are at last, the words I'd expected. Not a lie, or 
even an excuse. He's telling it as he sees it. But there has to be a cut off point, doesn't 
there? A point where you say to yourself, this is enough. This is so, so wrong that I 
won't do it. But Jez has no cut-off point, even for my sake. I've always known it, and I 
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know too that my cut-off is now. I have to finish it. Now. Before he kills us with his 
blind disregard for our safety, with his fatal inability to see what's right. Before he 
damages us both irreparably, although I believe it might already be too late to avoid 
that. I stand, wrenching my hand away. 
"I'm going," I tell him. "I can't stay here anymore, Jez. We're destroying each 
other." 
Jez grabs at my wrist, stopping me from moving away. 
"Laurence was a fucking hypocrite," he snarls. "Acting oh so perfect, when he 
was ... well, what he was. I had to expose him for what he was ... " 
"Oh yeah. You exposed him, all right, didn't you? But it's all right. You couldn't 
help it." I don't recognise the bitter voice as my own. "It's a shame the police didn't 
lock you up when they came. They should have thrown away the key." 
"Lexy, please ... Please. It'll be okay," he says, rising to join me, gripping my flesh 
so hard it hurts. Later I'll have bruises the shape of fingers there. "We'll be okay." An 
edge of panic tinges his voice. "You can't leave me." 
I don't speak, can't say anymore. All I can do is yank my arm from his grip, almost 
dislocating my shoulder in the need to get away from him. 
He follows me upstairs, into my room. When I pull a holdall from my wardrobe he 
wrenches it out of my hands and throws it out into the hall. I go to retrieve it. All the 
time, he begs me not to go. He loves me. He needs me. He'll be nothing without me. 
He threatens to kill himself. At this point I nearly give in. I can't let Jez do that. I can't 
be responsible for another suicide. I can't lose Jez too, not like that. And then, in the 
midst of the chaos in my mind, a small light of calm glimmers through. I'm not 
, 
responsible for anyone else's decisions. Laurence killed himself because he chose to. 
, 

If Jez chooses to kill himself, he will. So I make myself shut down, I let Jez rage and 

weep, and put things back into my retrieved bag as he pulls them out, until eventually 

he stops and falls silent. 

"You're going to her, aren't you?" he says after a moment. "I knew that bitch 
would steal you away from me. I knew ... " 
"I can't go to Roisin." I feel almost overwhelmed by how peaceful I feel, and relish 
this serenity. I know it won't last long. "I don't know where she lives." The holdall's 
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full now. Nothing more will fit into it. "Jez, please get out of my way. Please. If you 
love me." 
My inner peace is rapidly evaporating. If Jez doesn't move I'm lost. Please, let him 
move. Please. And then he does. Silently he stands aside, and his eyes bore into mine, 
and I can't make my legs work. He's biting his lips together, making a huge effort to 
say nothing, but he's shaking, and his face is so white it's almost translucent. His eyes 
are huge and black and filled with unshed tears. 
"Bye," I say. 
And then I'm pushing past him, running down the stairs, and before I leave, I take 
my mobile phone from my bag and place it on the hall table so that Jez can't contact 
me. Then I go out into the street and close the door firmly behind me. 
I have no idea where I'm going and I don't know what I feel. I don't know if I'll feel 
anything ever again. But I can live with this frozen, dead numbness that's creeping 
through me, because it's better than feeling. It's better than grief and anger and desire. 
And it's better than love. 
II 
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SEVENTEEN 
Ignoring the people surrounding me outside my isolating cocoon, I travel until I can't 
stand the claustrophobia of the train anymore. When I get off the train at Finsbury 
Park, I'm barely aware of my surroundings. I don't know where I'm going, or what I'm 
going to do, and I don't care. Even who I am has become a necessary mystery in my 
attempt to blank out recent events. 
The area is dirty and shabby, and that doesn't matter either. I go into a greasy cafe 
and buy a cup of hot tasteless coffee, which threatens to melt the icy deadness inside 
me. Each sip I take thaws it a little more, and in the end, afraid that I might start 
thinking about what's happened, I leave it and go back out onto the cluttered 
pavement and try to lose myself again. 
I end up in a park sitting on a bench that overlooks the boating lake. For an 
indeterminable time, I just stare out over the water watching the ducks. People pass 
by but no one approaches me. Eventually, I sense the feelings creeping back so I get 
up and start walking again. I'm reminded of my own theory about people leaving 
home, of being afraid to go back, afraid to face whatever frightens them. That's me, 
now. It's easy to understand why some people wander for the rest of their lives. 
Whenever they stop, they have to confront themselves and what caused them to 
wander in the first place. Will that happen to me? Will I become a bag lady, my only 
possessions in a few carrier bags, my only contact with other humans begging for 
food, drink, and tiny amounts of money, forever moving on because ifI stop, I'll have 
to remember? Could I become like that? Is that what I want? Well, perhaps it's better 
than what I've been. 
My bubble is becoming more fragile. Tiredness is starting to grind me down. 
Tonight I'll check into a guest-house and sleep. Tomorrow, I'll re-evaluate the 
situation. 
I find somewhere to stay. It's a little tatty but it's cheap, and I'll have a bed for the 
night. The place smells of air freshener and bleach, and the middle aged woman who 
I 
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owns it wears too much make-up, has brassy blonde hair and speaks with a put-on 
genteel accent. My room is clean, though, and there's a wash-stand; the bed's not too 
uncomfortable, although the duvet cover has old stains washed into its faded floral 
pattern. There's only one toilet though, down the hall. Doesn't matter. I pay my twenty 
pounds and shut the bedroom door behind me, dump my holdall on the floor, close the 
curtains and lay on the bed. 
Darkness falls outside, but I daren't tum off the pink-shaded light hanging from the 
ceiling; it's all that stands between myself and the thoughts that clamour to be heard. 
In the dark recesses of my mind, Laurence waits, eyes bulging in accusation, his 
lolling tongue eager to denounce me. But he can't come into the light, and neither can 
Jez, who wants to sweet-talk me into returning to him. Instead, I concentrate on the 
ceiling, which is laced with fine cracks, and the walls, and the rose-printed patterns on 
the wallpaper. When I feel my eyes start to close, my tired mind drifts, and the visions 
begin to come back. I force myself to stare into the heart of the light-bulb and allow 
the element inside to blind me. 
But despite my best efforts to stay awake, I fall asleep, and the inevitable 
nightmares come. I wake up screaming, and now it's impossible to stop the flow of 
thoughts; the images rush through my mind in an uncontrollable flood. When I go 
downstairs to breakfast hoping to dispel the incipient panic, the landlady stares at me 
in disapproval. 
"I do hope you're not going to carry on like that," she says, clamping her lips 
around a cigarette as she serves me a congealed plate of fried egg, bacon swimming in 
grease, and insipid looking baked beans. "Can't have people like you disturbing my 
regulars." 
Regulars? I almost laugh. And then think: People like me? What are people like 
me? What does she think I am, then? Mad? 
"It's okay. I'm not staying." I get a whiff of the breakfast, of her cigarette smoke, 
and they make me feel sick. Abruptly, I stand, and the landlady, alarmed at my 
sudden movement, stumbles backward; a long grey spicule of ash drops from her 
cigarette onto my abandoned plate into the grease. Pushing past her, I go back 
upstairs, collect my holdall and am once more back out on the street. 
188 Clutching Shadow 
Now I don't know what to do. I'm shaky, still nauseous, and the emotions and the 
mind-pictures that I so carefully managed to hold off yesterday keep returning. I can't 
get my head together enough to stop it. Adding to my growing misery, it's raining, 
great fat drops that soak me within minutes. I want to go home. I want Jez. So much. 
But his betrayal is too great, and I know I can't forgive him. I stand out in the rain, 
crying and hopeless, until finally I remember. Roisin. 
When we met, she told me where she worked, didn't she? The name of the clinic. 
What was it? I rack my brains trying to remember, then stop because I can't go to 
Roisin. It would be like admitting defeat, running to her because she's my ... Not my 
mother. Never. 
But the idea has implanted like an unwanted pregnancy and it squirms in my 
overloaded brain. Who else is there? Only Anne, and she's too closely associated with 
Laurence for me to feel comfortable with her. Besides, Roisin owes me. She owes me 
my childhood, my innocence. As for admitting defeat, well, I am defeated, too weak 
to cope alone. Too useless, so dependent on everyone else that I can't look after 
myself. Why not admit that I'm useless and worthless and ... What was the name of 
that clinic? 
Then it comes to me. Roseberry Lodge in Hampstead. If I can find the courage, I 
can call there. Speak to Roisin. Hope that she'll help me. She can only reject me 
again, can't she? But I daren't think of that. All I know is that it's time for her to pay. 
Feeling a little better, I find a phone box that hasn't been vandalised and begin to 
search through the directory. 
In the end though, I decide not to call. Going there is better, a face to face meeting 
rather than a stilted phone call. Instead of getting the tube - I can't cope with the 
morning crowds - I take a cab, and sit huddled on the back seat, listening to the driver 
swear about the traffic, ignoring his attempts at conversation. 
The cab pulls up at the kerb opposite a large house set in its own grounds. I say 
house, but it's more like a mansion, with elegant brickwork, perfectly manicured 
lawns, and a tarmac driveway. Outside there's a discreet sign: 'Roseberry Lodge ­
Private Clinic', plus phone numbers beneath in gold letters. The cabbie sees me 
fidgeting nervously for my purse, and gives me a look that leaves me in no doubt that 
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he thinks I'm there for some kind of unsavoury procedure. Hurriedly, I pay the fare, 
plus a tip, then go through the gates and walk up the drive, my heart beating fast, so 
fast that I almost decide I can't do this. Only the thought that I don't have any other 
choice keeps me going. 
I walk through into the entrance hall; it's like walking into a posh hotel. There are 
statues set in niches, a large central staircase, corridors leading from the atrium, and a 
crystal chandelier hanging from the high ceiling. Fresh flowers adorn most surfaces 
but they can't disguise the faint odour of antiseptic that these places always smell of. 
To one side there's a reception desk strewn with leaflets about termination of 
pregnancy and cosmetic surgery. Attractive young women in smart nurses' uniforms 
walk around purposefully, off to prepare their clients for the birth of their new selves, 
or the death of an unformed child. 
Taking a deep breath, I approach the receptionist, a slender blonde girl who smiles 
at me in welcome. I wonder if her full lips are real or artificially enhanced, and if her 
perfectly straight white teeth are really caps. 
"Do you have an appointment?" are her first words, delivered in a bright voice. I 
shake my head. 
"No. No, I'm here to see someone." 
A tiny frown creases her forehead. 
"I'm afraid visiting times don't begin until midday," she says. 
"No," I say again, feeling panic grip my stomach. "I... I've come to see Roisin ... 
She works here ... " Oh God. Oh God. Tears spring into my eyes again, but the girl 
behind the desk isn't fazed. She's probably used to dealing with over-emotional 
females. "Admin assistant ... " Please let this be the right place. But it must be. 
The girl's nodding her head, and I'm so relieved, I almost can't breathe. 
"Yes. Personal assistant to Professor Davies. Shall I call her extension number and 
see if she's available?" Mute, I nod. "And who shall I say is here?" 
"Lex," I say, and then, before I can stop myself, "her daughter." 
Roisin comes down the main staircase within minutes. Utter shock is drawn on her 
face, and when she sees me she actually stops for a few seconds. Then she seems to 
gauge my distress, and comes toward me. I begin to sob and sob, aware I'm making a 
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fool of myself, but completely unable to stop it. Roisin holds me close. Her perfume, 
light and floral, permeates my senses. 
"Sarah," she says from over my head, "I'm going to take Lex horne. Can you let 
Professor Davies know? Family emergency." She sets me aside gently. "I'll just go 
and get my bag," she tells me, and when she's got it, she takes me outside, guides me 
to her car. I get in, and she drives me to her home. 
I t' s a small ground floor flat, beautifully decorated. The walls of the lounge are 
painted soft lilac; pale purple voiles hang at the large bay window that opens out onto 
the patio. Clouds of roses and Baby's Breath drift in crystal vases. There are candles 
on almost every surface, and I can smell lavender and patchouli. It's obvious that no 
man lives here; every decoration, every colour, even the scented air, is unmistakeably 
feminine. An attractive dark haired woman sits on a deeply upholstered couch reading 
a magazine, with a small black cat curled up asleep on her lap. When she sees us, the 
woman puts down the magazine, shoos away the cat, and stands to look at me and 
Roisin. There's an unspoken question in her clear blue eyes. 
"Beth," Roisin says, "this is Lex. This is my daughter." 
After I've taken a bath and put on clean clothes, I tell Roisin everything - well, almost. 
About Laurence, about how he loved me, and how Jez hated him for it. How Jez used 
him (omitting the sordid details, of course) and blackmailed him until he felt forced to 
take his life. I talk for ages, a catharsis, and when I've finished I feel lighter. I can't tell 
her abut Jez and me, of course, and that saddens me a little. Despite how Jez has 
dirtied it with his behaviour, our relationship was something special, something that 
was once the most beautiful thing in my life. But no one else would understand. When 
it comes to the inevitable questions about my bandaged hand, I deflect them with lies, 
refusing Beth's offer to take a look at it. Yes. Beth listens too. I'm so past caring I 
don't mind that either. 
When I've finished, Roisin - cool and calm - offers to sort everything out for me. If 
I give her the relevant numbers, she will contact Anne and see what arrangements are 
being made for Laurence's funeral, should I want to attend. When she offers to contact 
Jez, I shake my head. 
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"No. I don't want to see him." 
Roisin nods in understanding, but she has objections. 
"Shouldn't he at least know where you are, Lex? Won't he worry?" 
"That's not your concern." My voice is more harsh than I'd intended, but the truth 
is, I know that if I spoke to him, he'd try to persuade me to go back to him. I'm afraid 
that he'd succeed. "Let him worry. It might teach him a lesson or two." And sensing 
that I'm adamant, Roisin nods and withdraws. 
I'm lodged in the spare room, which has pretty pink walls and a view of the green, 
tranquil heath. I lie on the bed with its satin duvet and pink sheets, close my eyes and 
breathe in fragrant air - Beth has lit a lavender-scented candle. When I fall asleep this 
time, there are no bad dreams and I don't wake up screaming. Instead I wake to the 
rumbling sound of Bella the cat purring next to me, and I put out a hand to stroke her 
shiny-soft black fur. When I cry she snuggles closer in that way that animals do, as 
though they can sense a human's distress. I feel as though I've come home, but just 
because Roisin's been kind to me, it doesn't mean that we're loving mother and 
daughter. Much as I might like it - and yes, maybe I would - it can't be. Too much has 
happened. Soon I'll move on. This is a place of temporary refuge. 
The day drags. I sit around flicking through magazines, exhausted but restless, 
unable to settle to anything. That night when we eat dinner, Roisin tells me she's 
contacted Anne. Laurence's funeral is at the end of next week - a burial - and Anne 
hopes I can be there. 
"She says to tell you that all his paperwork is being taken care of by his solicitor," 
Roisin says. "Apparently there's a Will that properly details everything. But I'm not 
sure how long it'll take to sort out." 
I shrug. 
"Well, I'll go to the funeral. I have to. Just to say goodbye. But then I should move 
on." 
Roisin looks horrified. 
"Lex, you can't. You're not ready. And ... " She casts a helpless look at Beth. "And 
we're only just getting to know each other. Lex, we could ... " 
I stand. 
mm 
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"No. I don't think we could. I told you before, it's too late." Jez's face looms in my 
mind. He has that look in his eyes, that look that says, We Ire in this too deep, Lex, for 
you to let anyone else get close. No one else can ever be as close to you as I am. And 
the vision is right. I manage a twisted smile, try to deflect the blow. "I'm not ready for 
that. Now, I'm tired." And I go back to bed, trying not to listen to the hum of voices 
from next door when Roisin and Beth begin to talk. 
The days pass by. Misery sinks in as I accept what's happened, and deepens into a 
depression so bad I can barely get out of bed. I have to force myself to attend 
Laurence's funeral. Roisin accompanies me. It's so sad - he had plenty of friends, but 
no-one he was really close to. No family. I knew that of course, but today brings it 
into sharp focus. There's no wife, no children to mourn him. Maybe I should have let 
him get closer. Maybe then ... But I can't think that. I'm guilty enough already. And 
maybes are worthless castles in the clouds. 
Laurence is put into the ground, and I'm so deeply affected that I can't cry. Inside 
me, there's bottomless sorrow and fathomless guilt as I imagine how it must have felt 
for him to be suicidal, although in my depression, I'm beginning to have some idea. 
Then I imagine him and Jez together, envisage the things that Jez had told me he and 
Laurence had done together, and raging resentment replaces the misery. As the coffin 
disappears from view, I want to throw myself in with it. I want to open the lid and 
shake Laurence back to life. I want. .. I don't know. Answers? Forgiveness? A chance 
to talk him out of dying? It's all so hopeless. As I walk away from the graveside, I feel 
old and stiff. As lifeless as Laurence's corpse. When Anne comes to say hello I can 
hardly motivate myself to reply. 
"The Will is being read some time next month," she says with no hint of reproach 
In her eyes. But why should there be? She doesn't know what Jez and I did to 
Laurence. "The solicitor's sorting everything out, and with him as the executor it's 
quicker than it might usually be. That and the fact that Laurence was so organised." 
She smiles sadly. "Well, anyway, the solicitor requests your presence at the reading, 
Lex. He'll be in touch." Then she kisses my cheek briefly and is gone. 
Roisin and I tum and make for her car. Then, in the distance, I see him. Jez. I don't 
know how long he's been there - I didn't notice him there throughout the service or the 
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burial. Probably he's just turned up. Whatever, I don't want him to see me or Roisin, 
and I pull hard on her arm. 
"We have to leave now," I plead. "Please, let's leave." 
And I all but drag her back to her car, terrified that he'll spot me and come for me 
and then I'll be lost. 
I want to leave Roisin's that night too, disappear again, but she and Beth won't hear 
of it. 
"You have nowhere to go, no job. You can't live on the streets, and a hotel will 
cost you too much. I insist you stay here, at least until you get on your feet. Please, 
Lex? At least let me look after you for a little while?" 
Knowing that what she says about my situation is true, I accept her guilt-offer. But 
I don't want to talk about the past, about what she's done, about what I've done. As far 
as I'm concerned, my life is nothing to do with her. I can't forgive what she did. 
Maybe I don't want to. First I have to forgive myself. 
I attend the reading of the Will in late May to discover that Laurence has left me the 
bookshop and all his private money. I suppose I'd been expecting something - why 
else would my presence be requested at the reading? - but I'm still horrified when I 
hear what he's given me. I don't want any of it. His house is to be sold off, the 
proceeds of the sale to go to his favourite charity. The Will was updated six months 
before he died; before Jez and I killed him. It occurs to me that maybe he knew that 
something terrible was going to happen, but 1 know it's just imagination. Laurence re­
assessed his Will yearly, and updated it whenever he felt it necessary. Another of his 
habits. When the solicitor has finished the reading, 1 sit still and shocked, and then say 
the first thing that comes to me. 
"1 can't accept it. I don't deserve it." 
"I don't understand," the solicitor says. "You're saymg that you refuse the 
settlement?" 
"Yes." 1 stand. 1 have to get out of this hot, stuffy room before I pass out. "1 have 
to go." And I'm out of there, leaving the solicitor sitting alone, no doubt astonished 
that I've refused over a hundred thousand pounds and a valuable business. Laurence 
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did this on purpose of course. He knew that with that kind of independence, I could 
free myself of Jez, just as he had always wanted. 
Roisin is also speechless at my decision. Eventually she persuades me to think 
again. She persuades me that I would be stupid to give it all up. If I'd loved Laurence 
as much as I claim to, she says, then refusing his gift would be an insult to his 
memory. Although she doesn't know it, her words stir up more guilt; now I feel duty­
bound to take it. 
In the end I come to a compromise. With all its memories, and Laurence's ghost 
waiting to haunt me in the back room, working in the shop would be impossible. 
Instead, I contact Anne and persuade her to take it. Naturally she objects, but we 
come to an agreement that she will mind the shop, pay a nominal rent, but keep all the 
profits. That way, we're both - well, not happy exactly - but at least reconciled to the 
compromise. I will keep the money. With an uncertain future looming ahead, I 
suppose I'll need it. 
With that settled, there's something else I have to do. I need to get away, somewhere 
no one knows me, somewhere that holds no memories. And Laurence's money will 
pay for that first step to healing. I hope. 
I get brochures - loads of them - and try to decide where I want to go. Not a cruise; 
the claustrophobia of a ship would suffocate me. Nowhere too exotic, I'm afraid to go 
too far. In the end I decide on Kefalonia. Greece has always held a fascination for me, 
and Kefalonia is relatively unspoilt and quiet. Exactly what I need. Time for 
reflection. 
Just before I leave, I call Jez. It's something I feel compelled to do; I have to hear 
his voice. Although he's delighted to hear from me, he sounds low and miserable, and 
begs me to come back. He can't eat or sleep. His work is suffering with me not being 
there. All predictable stuff but it touches me, and it takes the last ofmy resolve to tell 
him that I'm going away. For once, he listens as I explain. At least, he has the grace to 
pretend to. Before 1 hang up, I promise to call and let him know I'm safe. 
I make no such promises to Roisin before I leave. I don't know if I'll see her again, 
still don't know if! want to continue our relationship. Roisin represents my father's 
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abuse, and I can't see her without seeing what he did to me. She owed me. By caring 
for me these past few weeks, she's paid off a little of her debt. Maybe one day she'll 
pay some more. But not in full, never in full. For now though, I don't need her 
anymore. 
I fly out in the middle of June, leaving Roisin sobbing, as I once sobbed for her. As 
soon as the plane takes off I feel better. Like I'm sloughing off an old skin and 
growing another. Hopefully thicker. 
Now it's the end of October, the end of the season. I've spent the summer in a small 
apartment in a small village, reading, going to the beach, constantly reflecting, trying 
to make some sense of my life, but it still all seems pretty senseless. And although I 
came here to escape Jez, he's remained with me. I've tried to replace him with new 
lovers, dark-haired locals and light-haired holidaymakers, but he calls to me, tugs at 
my insides, and I haven't known a second's peace since I left him. I don't know how 
I've stayed away this long. 
The airport is almost empty of travellers; I seem to be one of the last to leave the 
island. Outside the sun's still shining, but it's lost most of its heat, and the rains are 
becoming more frequent. Soon even the locals will pack up and go to the mainland 
for the winter. Some of them will go abroad to family in other countries. I am leaving 
to go back to mine. 
My flight number comes up on the monitor; the plane's running on time. Kefalonia 
to Luton. Then a train to London. Then a tube, to him. Part of me is terrified, the rest 
is irresistibly drawn homeward. 
For about the fifth time, I get up and wander around the small departure lounge. 
There are only a few shops, and I already know what goods there are on offer. A few 
designer perfumes, the obligatory duty free alcohol and cigarettes, some local 
produce. Honey, nougat, olives and sweet olive oil. Souvenirs for those tourists who 
have forgotten to buy gifts before. Nothing I want. I don't even consciously register 
the merchandise anymore. Looking at them time and time again is just a mindless 
distraction, a way to keep moving. Anything's better than trying to sit still, waiting to 
board. There'll be time enough to think on the plane. I buy a bottle of mineral water, 
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go to stand at the glass doors that overlook the runway tarmac and sip it, inwardly 
saying my last goodbyes. Clouds are closing in now, the sky has lost its brightness 
and turned to grey, but I shall miss this place, this sanctuary. When I go I shall leave a 
little part of me behind, and I promise myself that I'll come back. Maybe with Jez. 
Soon the plane comes in to land. I know it's mine because it's the only one 
scheduled this afternoon. Only a few people get off - probably hardy souls who don't 
mind inhabiting a ghost-island. Who knows? Who cares? Once they've disembarked, 
and their luggage is unloaded, there's refuelling, and the loading of the few bits of 
luggage to be taken home to England. At last, it's time to board. 
Then the doors open, and I step out into the cool air, out across the tarmac which 
had been so hot when I arrived three months earlier it was almost melting, and then up 
the steps, aboard the waiting plane. The hostess looks tired and pale under her 
permatan, but she manages a pink lipstick smile and a 'Have a nice flight', and then 
I'm in my seat, strapping myself in, and the engines begin to hum. 
As we take off, I'm crying a little. I hope that this time, when Jez and I are 
reunited, it'll be without lies or games, like he's sworn so many times when we've 
spoken on the phone. This time, it'll just be us loving each other, as we promised to 
do. Outside the law, true, but who's going to know? We could move away from the 
house. With my money, we can afford to forfeit our father's inheritance. And if it all 
goes wrong again ... Well, I think that maybe I'm stronger now. I've left Jez once, and 
if I have to, I can probably do it again. Everyone deserves a second chance, though. 
I'm all too aware that he's a faithless liar, a manipulative abuser. Selfish, only 
concerned with what makes him happy. A blackmailing user. But no matter what he is 
and what he's done, without each other, we're nothing, and whenever I look at the red, 
raised scar that crosses my palm, that still aches after all these months, I'm reminded 
of our bond. Our blood-bond. Our love-bond. No one can replace him. Jez knows all 
that. He knows I'm corning back to him. 
I watch as Kefalonia disappears beneath the cloud cover. When it's gone, I close 
my eyes, pick up my earphones and listen to music. It's some classical piece, and it 
lulls me into a semi-aware state that's close to sleep. Laurence liked classical music. 
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They played it at his funeral. That's behind me now though, and I enjoy the music for 
what it is, not grieve for what it might once have meant. 
When the plane lands, I'm tired, but coiled tight inside with anticipation. My 
luggage takes a little while to come through, and when it does I grab it, almost run 
past Customs, praying that no one will stop me. Then it's straight on a train, and as I 
get nearer to London my heart beats harder and harder until my chest hurts. Am I 
doing the right thing? Does love really conquer all or is it just a killer in disguise? 
Does it matter, as long as we feel it? 
On the tube from Kings Cross, I pass the familiar stations. Warren Street. Four 
stops to go. Oxford Circus. Three stops left. Green Park. Two stops. Hyde Park 
Comer. One. Knightsbridge. Here. Here's Harrods with its green and gold fronting. 
Down a side road, then another, another, swallowed in alleyways of stone. 
And there it is, the house, waiting to eat me, digest me. 
He's at the window watching for me, a pale ghost, and I see my past in his face. 
The memories enter me with a sickening jolt, like a demon possession. Our father. 
Roisin leaving. The years of abuse. Jez and me becoming lovers. The pain of Jez's 
duplicity. Laurence's suicide. None of it matters. Some bonds are too strong to break. 
The bond of shared blood is the strongest. 
The blood howls inside me now. 
I hurry toward the house to answer its call. 
